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Onboarding: the first day decides the next year

Companion read to the podcast. A single-topic deep dive — honestly labeled: foundational evidence plus a

fresh 2026 anchor from HBR, written for consultants working in a Danish/Nordic context. Every claim links to

its source so you can dig in.

The big picture

In a few weeks, a wave of new colleagues will walk into Danish organizations — graduates and job-switchers

starting after the summer holiday. Companies spend months recruiting the right person. Then, too often, they

hand the first 90 days over to chance.

The numbers behind the welcome are not pretty. Gallup finds that only 12% of employees strongly agree

their organization does a great job onboarding new employees. According to SHRM (cited in the same

Gallup piece), employee turnover can be as much as 50% in the first 18 months of employment, and

replacing a leaver costs six to nine months of that employee's salary — some put the figure higher. In other

words: the most expensive leadership mistake of the year may be the one made in week one.

This episode takes one topic and goes deep: what's moving right now, what the evidence actually says, and the

Danish angle. To be clear about what this is: the anchor is fresh (HBR, April 2026), the core evidence is

foundational rather than breaking news — and we label it as such.

Facet 1 — What's moving: onboarding is a team discipline, not an HR form

The freshest signal comes from the very top of the org chart. In the HBR Executive Playbook How to Onboard

a New Member of the Executive Team (Ania W. Masinter, April 1, 2026), the argument is that most CEOs treat

C-suite onboarding as an individual exercise — a briefing on the business, a few meetings, and the assumption

that a seasoned hire will "figure the rest out as they go."

But bringing in a new executive reshapes the entire leadership team. Mishandle the transition, and you dilute

the very impact you hired for. The playbook's prescription is a deliberate, team-wide integration that

accelerates trust and surfaces productive friction — treating the arrival as something that happens to the whole

team, not just to the newcomer.
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Here is the transferable insight: if this is true for experienced executives — people hired precisely because they

have done it before — it is even more true for everyone else. The unit of onboarding is not the individual. It is

the team the individual joins.

What to do Monday. Move the ownership of onboarding from the HR checklist to the team's calendar. The

question is not only "what does the new hire need to go through?" but "what does the team need to do in the

new hire's first 90 days?"

Facet 2 — The evidence: the buddy effect is dose-dependent

The most tangible evidence in the field comes from Microsoft's own experiment, described in the HBR article 

Every New Employee Needs an Onboarding "Buddy" (Dawn Klinghoffer and colleagues, June 2019). Microsoft

assigned new hires a buddy — not a boss, not a mentor, but a colleague for the questions you don't want to ask

your manager: the unwritten rules, the organizational context, where things actually get decided.

The striking part is the dose-response curve. Among new hires who met their buddy at least once in the first

90 days, 56% said the buddy helped them become productive quickly. With 2–3 meetings that rose to 73%;

with 4–8 meetings to 86%; and among those who met more than eight times, 97% said their buddy helped

them get up to speed. New hires with a buddy also reported 36% higher satisfaction with the onboarding

experience than those without one. Relationships, it turns out, work like medicine: the effect follows the

dosage.

The manager is not off the hook. Gallup's onboarding research (8 Practical Tips for Leaders for a Better

Onboarding Process; perspective paper on the onboarding journey) finds that when the manager takes an

active role in onboarding, new hires are 3.4 times as likely to describe the experience as successful — and

employees with an exceptional onboarding experience are 2.6 times as likely to be extremely satisfied with

their workplace.

The frame that organizes all of this is Talya Bauer's classic Four C's from the SHRM Foundation (see SHRM's

onboarding toolkit): Compliance (rules and paperwork), Clarification (role and expectations), Culture

(norms, written and unwritten) and Connection (relationships and networks). Most organizations execute the

first C diligently — and stop there. The retention and productivity gains live in the last two, which is exactly

what the Microsoft buddy data shows.

What to do Monday. Give every new colleague a buddy from day one — and book the meetings in advance.

Eight short coffee meetings across 90 days is the difference between 56% and 97%.

Facet 3 — The Danish angle: six dimensions, and honesty about the mess

Denmark has quietly produced one of the field's most practical frameworks. Christian Harpelund (CEO of

Onboarding Group) and Morten Højberg wrote Onboarding — flyvende fra start ("off to a flying start",
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Politikens Forlag), built around The Onboarding Model with six dimensions a newcomer must be brought "on

board" into: culture, rules, network, collaboration, competencies and results.

Hold that checklist up against a typical Danish introduction program and the gap is obvious: most programs

cover rules (the IT setup, the policies) and competencies (the professional training) — and leave culture and 

network, the dimensions the Microsoft buddy data speaks to, to chance.

Væksthus for Ledelse's lederweb has collected practical onboarding advice for public-sector leaders —

including the point that the leader carries the main responsibility for a good start but should not carry it alone.

And for onboarding new leaders, lederweb offers refreshingly Danish advice: tell them about the mess ("fortæl

om bøvlet") — don't let a new leader discover the real problems only after three months; honesty from day one

is the fastest route to trust.

There is a cultural trap here worth naming. Danish workplaces are genuinely good at the informal welcome —

the flat hierarchy, the friendly kitchen chat, the first-name basis with the director. Precisely because the

informal part comes easily, it is tempting to believe "the social side takes care of itself." The evidence above

says it doesn't: connection is the dimension with the steepest dose-response curve, which means it rewards 

design, not good intentions.

What to do Monday. Audit your introduction program against Harpelund's six dimensions. If culture and

network have no concrete activities in the calendar, you have a rules course — not an onboarding.

The three things to remember

Onboarding is the team's job, not HR's. A new colleague reshapes the whole team — plan the

integration as a team discipline from day one, whether the hire is a graduate or an executive.

Relationships are dose-dependent. A buddy with eight scheduled meetings in 90 days moves

"quickly productive" from 56% to 97% — and an actively involved manager makes a successful

onboarding 3.4 times more likely.

Cover all six dimensions. Culture, rules, network, collaboration, competencies, results — most

programs cover two. The payoff lives in culture and network.

Who welcomes your next new colleague in August — the plan, or chance?

Sources & dig deeper

International research & media - Harvard Business Review — Masinter, How to Onboard a New Member of

the Executive Team (HBR Executive Playbook, April 2026); Klinghoffer et al., Every New Employee Needs an

Onboarding "Buddy" (June 2019) - Gallup — Why the Onboarding Experience Is Key for Retention (incl. the

SHRM turnover and replacement-cost figures); 8 Practical Tips for Leaders for a Better Onboarding Process; 

Creating an Exceptional Onboarding Journey for New Employees (perspective paper) - SHRM — 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Understanding Employee Onboarding (Talya Bauer's Four C's: Compliance, Clarification, Culture, Connection)

- Appical — Onboarding buddy programs (summary of the Microsoft figures)

Danish sources & voices - Christian Harpelund & Morten Højberg — Onboarding — flyvende fra start

(Politikens Forlag); the six dimensions via HR-ON; Harpelund on lederweb - Væksthus for Ledelse /

lederweb.dk — Onboarding theme page; Onboarding: Fortæl de nye ledere om bøvlet
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