
Executive Onboarding: Making the Process 
Work for Success

Research and conventional wisdom both suggest that new executives have 
approximately 90 days to prove themselves in a new organization. This finding 
underlies the importance of a good first impression that transpires during the 
executive’s onboarding phase. Onboarding - the action or process of integrating 
a new employee into an organization - is a significant factor to the success, 
and ultimately, the retention of an executive. Simply put, good onboarding is a 
predecessor to a greater outcome of meeting organizational goals and retention 
rates. Karla Dorsch, Managing Partner of NGS Global - Dubai discusses how a 
carefully planned and thoughtful recruitment/onboarding process underpins 
the future success of C-suite talent. Additionally, Ms. Dorsch explains how 
executive search firms play a key role in the process by partnering with clients 
to identify and engage top candidates with the right background, cultural fit and 
personality traits bolstering successful outcomes and retention of talent.  
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ONBOARDING STUDIES

Both academic researchers and those responsible for onboarding 
understand that the best programs are those that are based on 
solid research and make sense in practice.

Research analysis has shown:

• Half of all senior executive hires are pushed out, fail or quit 
within their first 18 months in a new organization.  

• 32% of global executives say the onboarding they experienced 
was poor.  

• Estimates vary, but the cost of a single failed executive level role 
can be as high as $2.7 million.  

• Companies that engage in formal onboarding by implementing 
step-by-step programs for new executives are more effective in 
producing successful results than those that do not.  

Interpretation of these findings suggest that a formal orientation 
process focusing heavily on sharing organizational structure, 

culture, and how things get done, 
plus a written plan are key elements 
of assimilating a new executive 
into an organization; however, 
small things— like greeting them 
warmly, taking them to  lunch, and 
providing a functioning workstation 
on Day 1 are just as critical. Many 

organizations believe that the most important day on the job for 
a new hire is the first day and in response, the CEO will take the 
new executive to lunch. Studies show the trajectory of a new hire’s 
success is set as early as the first two weeks, hence, it is important 
to make the first day a special one.  

ONBOARDING EXECUTIVES VS. NON-EXECUTIVE PERSONNEL

Corporate organizations understand that executive onboarding 
differs from traditional onboarding. Getting executives up to speed 
quickly is critical because leadership positions are highly visible and 
face significantly greater performance expectations impacting the 
organizations bottom line.  Executives have more stakeholders with 
whom to interact and are normally brought in to help with strategic 
initiatives that may require changing the work environment 
rather than fitting into it. They are often confronted with unique 
and challenging situations that require solutions. Because of the 
delineated differences above, it is important to review several 
best practices that organizations can implement into the formal 
onboarding process.

BEST PRACTICES FOR POSITIVE RESULTS

Effective onboarding is the key to accelerating success and reducing 
risk for new hires as well as facilitating higher levels of employee 
satisfaction. Implementation of three roles in the detailed 
onboarding plan can increase the likelihood for positive results 
exponentially. An Orientation Navigator can assist the executive in 
the orientation phase, completing new employee documents and 
navigating the day-to-day challenges of working at the company. A 
Peer Mentor, usually another leader, serves as both "buddy" and 
mentor, providing moral support as well as ensuring the new hire 
gains an understanding of the people and processes important for 
getting things done. A Transition Mentor serves over a longer term 
as a sounding board and coach outside the peer group, assisting in 
a variety of ways to promote the executive’s growth, development, 
and success as a leader. Finally, any onboarding process is 
significantly compromised without the active participation of the 
CEO, meeting regularly with the executive to clarify expectations 
and solve problems.  

During the onboarding phase, newly placed executives can play a 
crucial role in their own assimilation by building informal power - 
increasingly important and valued. Informal power encompasses 
the combined elements of internal networking, expertise gained by 
showing - not telling and displaying interest in others.   Building a 
strong internal network, even if a new executive’s preferences for 
behaviors, relationships, attitudes, values and the environment 
exactly match their new organization’s culture on paper, doesn’t 
matter until the members of the organization hear it, see it and 
believe it. Therefore, it is important to converge into an organization 
before trying to evolve it.

Executive search firms can play an integral part in the future success 
of newly placed executives by partnering with clients before, during 
and after the selection process, talking to clients about onboarding 
from the outset and part of the client’s strategic plan. Too often, 
selection is focused on technical skills, knowledge and experience; 
little attention is paid to the “softer” factors such as cultural or 
psychological fit with other team members. By using their expertise 
in executive recruitment and selection, search firms are more apt 
to identify the most qualified talent using a matrix of experience, 
leadership capabilities, cultural fit and personality traits that best 
fit the specific role. Failures in executive placements almost always 
come back to either poor fit, delivery, adjustment or onboarding.  

Given the critical role that C-suite leaders play in business 
transformation, hiring new talent is a huge investment and clients 
need to consciously manage the risk thorough preparation. It’s 
about getting the framework right - in terms of organizational design, 
rules of engagement and support network - to create a climate in 
which the incoming leader can achieve success. Getting the selected 
candidate’s signature on a contract should never be the end of it, 
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but the pivot point. Success demands a balanced approach, with 
input from executive search partners managing the situation in 
tandem with the client to flag issues and take corrective action over 
an extended period during onboarding. As cross-industry moves 
become more common, culture inevitably enters the equation, 
thus executive search firms and their clients need to observe due 
diligence to ensure they not only land the best candidates but hang 
on to them.

FINAL THOUGHTS

As the future success of an organization is reliant on strong leadership 
and profitable performance, it is imperative that executives are 
viewed as showing a high level of integrity, ability to inspire others 
with positivity, commitment and passion about their mission, 
innovative ideas and an insightful collaborator, key elements to 
great leadership.  This is hard to achieve without a great onboarding 
process for executives which provides the tools, knowledge and 
structure they require to build strong relationships and success in 
their role.  Theodore Roosevelt said, “The most important single 
ingredient in the formula of success is knowing how to get along 
with people.”  Strong relationships will strengthen the company in 
two key ways, performance and dedication. A thoughtfully planned 
executive onboarding process has a long-lasting effect and is the 
linchpin to success.
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