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ABSTRACT 
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Onboarding is widely linked to employee experience, early performance, and retention. At the 

same time, onboarding processes are typically distributed across multiple internal actors, such as 
HR, IT, line managers, and teams, creating coordination challenges that remain insufficiently cap-
tured in much of the existing onboarding literature. Prior research has largely focused on new-
comer adjustment, while paying limited attention to managers’ experiences, despite their central 
role in delivering onboarding and their dependence on internal support services. 

This thesis addresses these gaps by examining onboarding as a shared internal customer 
experience for both new employees and managers in a large multinational organisation operating 
in Finland. Adopting an interpretivist qualitative case study approach, the study draws on semi-
structured interviews with 29 participants (14 new employees and 15 managers). The analysis 
integrates organisational socialisation theory with internal service quality, internal customer per-
ceived value, and service design to examine how onboarding experiences are shaped across 
functional, emotional, and social dimensions over time. 

The findings show that onboarding is experienced not as a coherent organisational pro-
gramme, but as an interdependent internal service ecosystem. Both new employees and manag-
ers entered onboarding with expectations of structure, predictability, and adequate support. In 
practice, they encountered fragmented processes, unclear ownership across internal actors, de-
lays and manual effort in system access provisioning, and high variability in managerial and rela-
tional support. Managers experienced onboarding as an extended orchestration task that com-
peted with ongoing workload and was strongly shaped by the quality and coordination of internal 
services on which they depended. New employees, in turn, evaluated onboarding through its 
impact on operational readiness, confidence, and social integration. Across both groups, strong 
relational support from managers, buddies, and teams often mitigated functional shortcomings, 
underscoring the importance of emotional and social value in shaping overall onboarding evalu-
ations. 

The study contributes theoretically by reframing onboarding as a shared internal customer 
experience and by showing how onboarding outcomes emerge through the interaction of organi-
sational structures, internal service delivery, and perceived value. By integrating several different 
theories, the thesis provides a coherent framework for analysing onboarding in complex organi-
sational settings. Practically, the findings inform design principles for improving onboarding as an 
internal service, emphasising coordination across internal actors, managerial enablement, rela-
tional support, and feedback-driven service improvement. 

 
Keywords: onboarding, internal customer experience, internal service quality, organisational 

socialisation, service design, employee experience 
 
 
The originality of this thesis has been checked using the Turnitin Originality Check service.  



ii 
 

TIIVISTELMÄ 

Ella Askeli: Perehdytyksen uudelleenarviointi sisäisen asiakaskokemuksen näkökulmasta 
Diplomityö 
Tampereen yliopisto 
Tietojohtamisen DI-ohjelma 
Joulukuu 2025 
 

Perehdytys on vahvasti yhteydessä työntekijäkokemukseen, työsuhteen alkuvaiheen 
suoriutumiseen ja henkilöstön pysyvyyteen. Perehdytys myös toteutuu tyypillisesti usean sisäisen 
toimijan yhteispelinä, kuten HR:n, IT:n, esihenkilöiden ja tiimien, mikä synnyttää koordinointiin 
liittyviä haasteita, joihin perehdytystä koskeva tieteellinen tutkimus ei vielä riittävästi vastaa. 
Aiempi tutkimus on painottanut erityisesti uuden työntekijän sopeutumista, kun taas 
esihenkilöiden kokemukset ovat jääneet vähemmälle huomiolle. Esihenkilöillä on kuitenkin 
keskeinen rooli perehdytyksen toteuttamisessa ja samaan tapaan kuin uudet työntekijätkin, he 
ovat riippuvaisia organisaation sisäisistä tukipalveluista. 

Tämä diplomityö vastaa näihin aukkoihin tarkastelemalla perehdytystä jaettuna sisäisenä 
asiakaskokemuksena sekä uusien työntekijöiden että esihenkilöiden näkökulmasta. Tutkimus 
toteutetaan laadullisena tapaustutkimuksena suuressa Suomessa toimivassa kansainvälisessä 
yrityksessä. Tutkimuksen aineisto koostuu 29 puolistrukturoidusta haastattelusta (14 uutta 
työntekijää ja 15 esihenkilöä). Analyysissa yhdistetään organisatorisen sosialisaation teoriaa 
sisäisen palvelun laadun teoriaan, sisäisen asiakkaan koettuun arvoon ja palvelumuotoiluun, jotta 
voidaan ymmärtää, miten perehdytyskokemus muotoutuu toiminnallisten, emotionaalisten ja 
sosiaalisten ulottuvuuksien kautta. 

Tulokset osoittavat, että perehdytys koetaan harvoin yhtenäisenä sisäisenä kokonaisuutena, 
vaan pikemminkin toisiinsa kytkeytyvänä sisäisten palvelujen ekosysteeminä. Sekä uudet 
työntekijät että esihenkilöt odottivat perehdytykseltä selkeyttä, ennakoitavuutta ja riittävää tukea. 
Käytännössä he kohtasivat pirstaleisia prosesseja, epäselvää vastuunjakoa sisäisten toimijoiden 
välillä, viiveitä ja manuaalista työtä järjestelmäoikeuksien ja -pääsyjen järjestämisessä sekä 
suurta vaihtelua esihenkilötyössä ja vuorovaikutukseen liittyvässä tuessa. Esihenkilöille 
perehdytys näyttäytyi pitkänä koordinointitehtävänä, joka kilpaili muun työkuorman kanssa ja, 
jonka sujuvuus riippui vahvasti sisäisistä palveluista sekä niiden yhteensovittamisesta. Uudet 
työntekijät puolestaan arvioivat perehdytystä sen perusteella, miten hyvin se tuki työvalmiutta, 
töihin liittyvän itsevarmuuden rakentumista ja sosiaalista integraatiota. Molemmissa ryhmissä 
esihenkilöiltä, vertaisilta ja tiimeiltä saatu vahva vuorovaikutuksellinen tuki usein kompensoi 
toiminnallisia puutteita, mikä korostaa emotionaalisen ja sosiaalisen arvon merkitystä 
kokonaisarvion muodostumisessa. 

Tutkimuksen tieteellinen kontribuutio auttaa jäsentämään perehdytyksen jaettuna sisäisenä 
asiakaskokemuksena ja osoittaa, miten perehdytyksen tulokset syntyvät 
organisaatiorakenteiden, sisäisen palvelutuotannon ja koetun arvon vuorovaikutuksesta. 
Yhdistämällä eri teorioita tutkimus tarjoaa yhtenäisen viitekehyksen perehdytyksen analysointiin 
monimutkaisissa organisaatioympäristöissä. Käytännön tasolla tulokset tukevat perehdytyksen 
kehittämistä sisäisenä palveluna ja korostavat erityisesti toimijoiden välistä koordinointia, 
esihenkilöiden edellytysten vahvistamista, vuorovaikutuksellisen tuen merkitystä sekä 
palautteeseen perustuvaa palvelun jatkuvaa parantamista. 

 
Avainsanat: perehdytys, sisäinen asiakaskokemus, sisäinen palvelun laatu, organisatorinen 

sosialisaatio, palvelumuotoilu, työntekijäkokemus 
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TEKOÄLYN KÄYTTÖ OPINNÄYTTEESSÄ 
 
Opinnäytteessäni on käytetty tekoälysovelluksia: 
 

☐  Ei  

☒  Kyllä 

 
 

Ilmoitukseni mukaan olen käyttänyt opinnäytteessäni tutkielmaprosessin aikana seuraavia 
tekoälysovelluksia: 
 
Tekoälysovellusten nimet ja versiot: 
- ChatGPT 5.0 ja 5.1 
- Microsoft Enterprise Copilot (GPT-5) 
- DeepL Translator 
 
 
Käyttötarkoitus: 
- Tutkimuskysymyksen suunnittelu: Annoin tekoälylle syötteeksi haluamani aiheen sekä 

tutkimuksen tavoitteen case-organisaation näkökulmasta. Pyysin tekoälyä ehdottamaan 
mahdollisia tutkimuskysymyksiä, joiden avulla voisin vastata tutkimusongelmaan. Valitsin 
tekoälyn ehdottamista vaihtoehdoista yhden tehden siihen pieniä muokkauksia. 

- Kirjallisuuskatsauksen lähteiden etsiminen: Kuvasin tekoälylle tutkimusongelman ja -
kysymyksen, joiden perusteella pyysin sitä ehdottamaan hakusanoja, joilla voisin löytää 
potentiaalisia lähteitä. Käytin tekoälyn ehdottamia hakusanoja etsiessäni mahdollisia 
lähteitä. 

- Kirjallisuuskatsauksen järjestyksen tarkistaminen: Tehtyäni kirjallisuuskatsausta varten 
taustatutkimusta ja kirjoitettuani sitä varten eri osioita, pyysin tekoälyä arvioimaan, missä 
järjestyksessä eri osiot kannattaisi esittää ja puuttuiko kirjallisuuskatsauksesta mitään 
osiota, mikä olisi auttanut tutkimuksen etenemisessä. Hyödynsin tekoälyn antamia 
rakenne-ehdotuksia arvioituani annetut ehdotukset ensin itse. 

- Haastattelukysymysten luonnostelu: Hyödynsin tekoälyn tuottamia luonnosversioita 
haastattelurungoista. Tein kuitenkin haastattelurunkoon itse muutoksia ennen sen käyt-
töä. 

- Toiston vähentäminen ja tiivistäminen: Pyysin tekoälyä arvioimaan työn eri osioita sen 
varalta, että niiden välillä olisi ollut liikaa toistoa tai turhaa tekstiä. Poistin osioita tai 
lyhensin lauseita tekoälyn ehdotusten pohjalta arvioituani itse ehdotusten oikeellisuuden. 

- Tekstin uudelleenmuotoilu: Tekoäly on arvioinut osioita tekstistä, jonka pohjalta olen 
muokannut tekstiä sujuvammaksi ja ymmärrettävämmäksi sekä korjannut kielioppia. 

- Käytännön parannusehdotusten määrittely: Tekoäly on tuottanut ehdotuksia käytännön 
parannusehdotuksia varten. Tässä käytin vain organisaation omaa tekoälyä, johon on 
sallittua syöttää organisaatioon liittyvää tietoa, sillä se pysyy salattuna. Arvioin 
parannusehdotukset itse sen perusteella, mitä itselläni on kokemusta organisaatiossa 
työskentelystä. 

- Lauseiden kääntäminen suomesta englanniksi ja toisin päin. 
 
 
 
Osiot, joissa tekoälyä on käytetty: 
Vaiheet – 
- tutkimuskysymyksen muotoilu 
- kirjallisuuskatsauksen lähteiden etsiminen 
- tutkimusartikkeleiden ymmärtäminen 
- metodologian suunnittelu 
- kieliopin korjaaminen ja tekstin jäsentely (riippuen osiosta, vain case-organisaation 

hyväksymä tekoäly) 
- käytännön parannusehdotusten ideointi (vain case-organisaation hyväksymä tekoäly) 
Osiot – 
- Abstract / Tiivistelmä 
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- Introduction 
- Onboarding as an internal service: theoretical foundations 
- Method 
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- Discussion (vain case-organisaation hyväksymä tekoäly) 
- Conclusion (vain case-organisaation hyväksymä tekoäly) 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This chapter introduces the background, motivation, and conceptual framing of the study. 

It outlines the practical and theoretical problem addressed by the thesis, defines the aim 

and research questions, and presents the conceptual lens through which onboarding is 

examined. By grounding the study in the development needs of the case organisation 

and positioning onboarding as a shared internal customer experience, the chapter es-

tablishes the foundation for the subsequent literature review, empirical analysis, discus-

sion, and conclusion. 

1.1 Research problem and rationale 

In contemporary organisations, onboarding represents a critical transition that shapes 

employees’ early experiences and performance (Bauer et al. 2007), as well as retention 

outcomes during the first months of employment (Bowers et al. 2023). As work has be-

come increasingly hybrid and digitally mediated, onboarding has expanded beyond face-

to-face orientation and relies more heavily on digital tools and systems (Pinco et al. 

2025). In practice, onboarding is therefore delivered through a constellation of contribu-

tors, such as HR processes, IT infrastructure, line managers, and local teams, making 

onboarding quality increasingly dependent on how well these contributions are coordi-

nated across time and touchpoints. While such developments support scalable onboard-

ing for geographically dispersed newcomers, prior research shows that digital and re-

mote onboarding can also undermine role clarity and the quality of early employee ex-

perience (Kirchner & Stull 2021; Petrilli et al. 2022; Haave et al. 2023). 

In the case organisation, this distributed delivery model is not matched by clear process 

ownership, resulting in gaps and inconsistencies in how onboarding is enacted across 

teams. Consequently, onboarding quality is shaped not only by formal HR practices but 

by how effectively internal actors align their responsibilities and support one another in 

day-to-day execution. When coordination breaks down, managers often compensate by 

filling systemic gaps, which produces uneven experiences for newcomers and places 

managers in a structurally demanding position where shortcomings in internal services 

directly affect their ability to fulfil onboarding responsibilities – highlighting onboarding as 

a cross-functional internal service rather than a standalone HR process. 
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These conditions indicate that the case organisation must reconceptualise onboarding 

not merely as an HR-led process, but as a shared internal service experience that de-

pends on coordinated contributions across organisational actors. In the case organisa-

tion, inconsistent onboarding experiences risk undermining early confidence, delaying 

productivity, and placing unnecessary strain on managers, particularly in hybrid and 

cross-border contexts. At the same time, onboarding is increasingly recognised as a 

strategic lever for engagement, retention, and long-term performance, further elevating 

the importance of delivering it in a coordinated and experience-oriented manner. 

Despite extensive academic research on onboarding outcomes and newcomer adjust-

ment (e.g. Bauer & Erdogan 2011; Klein & Polin 2012, p. 268), existing studies have 

predominantly focused on individual socialisation processes and formal onboarding 

practices. Much of the literature examines how newcomers acquire role clarity, skills, 

and social integration (e.g. Van Maanen & Schein 1979; Bauer et al. 2007; Jeske & Olson 

2022), while managers are primarily studied as facilitators of these processes through 

their guidance, expectations, and supportive actions (Korte et al. 2015; Dong et al. 2022). 

Recent reviews point to a lack of holistic, system-level perspectives on onboarding that 

capture how different organisational actors and practices are coordinated (Pinco et al. 

2025). 

Building on this gap, this study examines onboarding as a shared internal customer ex-

perience among both new employees and managers in a large organisation. By shifting 

the analytical focus from individual adjustment to the coordination and experience of 

onboarding as an internal service, the study highlights how onboarding outcomes are 

shaped by the quality and coherence of cross-functional service delivery. In doing so, 

the study contributes a service-oriented perspective that links onboarding experience, 

coordination, and redesign within a single analytical framework. Grounded in the con-

crete development needs of the case organisation, the study seeks to generate insights 

that extend existing theory while also informing the (re)design of onboarding services in 

practice. 

1.2 Aim and research question 

Building on the identified theoretical and practical gaps, the aim of this study is to exam-

ine onboarding as a cross-functional internal service and to explore how the internal 

customer experience of onboarding can inform the (re)design of onboarding services in 

a large organisational context. Rather than focusing solely on individual newcomer ad-

justment, the study adopts a dual perspective that examines both new employees and 
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managers as internal customers of the onboarding service. This perspective acknowl-

edges that onboarding is co‑produced: new employees rely on managers for guidance 

and support, while managers depend on internal services provided by HR, IT, and other 

organisational actors to fulfil their onboarding responsibilities. 

The study is guided by the following research question: 

“How can the internal customer experience of onboarding for managers and new em-

ployees inform the (re)design of onboarding services?” 

To address this overarching question, the study examines three sub‑questions: 

1. How do new employees and managers perceive the onboarding experience as 

internal customers? 

2. What factors shape these experiences across the onboarding service ecosys-

tem? 

3. How can insights from these experiences be translated into principles for rede-

signing onboarding services? 

The research question reflects both theoretical and practical intentions. Theoretically, it 

extends onboarding and internal service research by conceptualising onboarding as a 

shared internal customer experience in which newcomer and managerial perspectives 

are analysed within a single service-oriented framework. Practically, it responds to the 

case organisation’s development needs by identifying how onboarding is currently expe-

rienced in practice and where improvements are most needed. The study addresses the 

research question through an in‑depth qualitative case study based on semi‑structured 

interviews with managers and new employees, enabling a detailed examination of how 

onboarding unfolds across functional, relational, and emotional dimensions. 

1.3 Conceptual and theoretical perspective 

This study adopts the perspective of internal customer experience as the central con-

ceptual lens for understanding onboarding. Originating from service marketing and inter-

nal marketing research, this perspective views employees as recipients of services de-

livered within the organisation and emphasises the quality, coherence, and responsive-

ness of internal service interactions (Sharma et al. 2016; Prakash & Srivastava 2019). In 

this context, onboarding is conceptualised as an internal service that is jointly produced 

by HR, IT, line managers, and colleagues, rather than as an isolated HR process. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual framing of onboarding as an internal customer experience. 

Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual lens adopted in this study. Onboarding is framed as 

an internal service situated within the organisational context and experienced by multiple 

internal customers, specifically new employees and managers. The figure positions in-

ternal customer experience as the central analytical perspective through which onboard-

ing is examined, emphasising the relational nature of onboarding and the role of organi-

sational structures and interactions in shaping how onboarding is experienced. This con-

ceptual framing guides the selection and integration of theories in the literature review 

and underpins the subsequent development of the integrative framework presented in 

Section 2.8. 

From this standpoint, onboarding is understood as a holistic journey that unfolds across 

multiple organisational touchpoints. Drawing on customer experience theory, experi-

ences are seen as multidimensional and shaped by cognitive, emotional, and social re-

sponses that emerge through interaction with service providers (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). 

Applied internally, this means that both new employees and managers construct their 

onboarding experience through repeated interactions with organisational systems and 

people. The perceived quality of these interactions influences employee satisfaction and 

early performance (Sharma et al. 2016), with implications for confidence and engage-

ment during onboarding. 

To clarify what onboarding is expected to provide during this journey, the study integrates 

insights from organisational socialisation theory. Foundational frameworks such as Feld-

man’s (1981) three-phase model and Bauer’s (2010) Four Cs framework describe how 

newcomers gradually acquire role clarity, cultural understanding, and social connections 

over time. These models provide a structured understanding of the stages and content 

of onboarding and help situate the empirical findings within a broader temporal perspec-

tive. 
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Building on these foundations, Socialisation Resources Theory (Saks & Gruman 2018) 

conceptualises onboarding as a process of providing informational, social, and emotional 

resources over time in order to sustain engagement and adjustment. This perspective 

highlights that effective onboarding depends not only on initial orientation activities but 

also on the ongoing availability and quality of socialisation resources throughout the early 

employment period. 

However, socialisation resources are delivered through organisational services and in-

teractions, which brings internal service quality (ISQ) into focus. Internal service quality 

research highlights how the reliability, responsiveness, and empathy of internal service 

provision shape employee satisfaction and commitment (Sharma et al. 2016; Srivastava 

& Prakash 2019), with downstream implications for employee performance (Sharma et 

al. 2016). Complementing this view, the Internal Customer Perceived Value (ICPV) per-

spective (Lo Iacono et al. 2024) emphasises that employees evaluate internal services 

based on the functional, emotional, monetary, and social value they receive. Together, 

these perspectives explain how onboarding quality is experienced by internal customers. 

For managers, this integrated lens is particularly important. While managers play a cen-

tral role in enabling newcomers’ adjustment, they are themselves dependent on organi-

sational onboarding infrastructure and cross‑functional coordination to perform that role 

effectively. Conceptualising managers as internal customers therefore broadens the 

scope of onboarding research and highlights the interdependence between managerial 

experience and newcomer outcomes. 

Finally, the study draws on service design theory as a practical extension of the internal 

customer experience perspective. Service design provides human‑centred tools for map-

ping journeys, identifying pain points, and aligning organisational systems to deliver co-

herent experiences (Patrício et al. 2011). In this thesis, service design functions as the 

bridge between experience analysis and actionable improvement, supporting the trans-

lation of empirical insights into design principles for onboarding services. 
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2. ONBOARDING AS AN INTERNAL SERVICE: 
THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 

The onboarding experience in large organisations is shaped by multiple interdependent 

processes and actors, making it more than a sequence of HR activities. Prior research 

shows that newcomer adjustment depends on organisational socialisation practices (Van 

Maanen & Schein 1979; Bauer & Erdogan 2011), managerial support and sensemaking 

during entry (Korte et al. 2015), as well as support from multiple internal stakeholders 

such as HR, peers, and mentors (Jeske & Olson 2022; Pinco et al. 2025). At the same 

time, internal service research demonstrates how the quality of internal exchanges influ-

ences employee satisfaction and commitment (Sharma et al. 2016), as well as perfor-

mance outcomes (Sharma et al. 2016; Srivastava & Prakash 2019). To examine 

onboarding as an internal customer experience for both managers and new employees, 

this chapter integrates insights from socialisation theory, internal service quality, and 

service design. Together, these perspectives provide a foundation for understanding 

how onboarding is co-created, where breakdowns emerge, and how the onboarding ser-

vice can be redesigned to improve the experience of its internal customers. This chapter 

establishes the theoretical foundations that inform the study’s conceptual framing and 

analysis, and the synthesis of the perspectives is described in Section 2.8. 

2.1 Onboarding and organisational socialisation 

Organisational socialisation theory, which precedes onboarding literature, provides the 

dominant explanatory framework for understanding how newcomers acquire the 

knowledge, skills, and relationships required to function effectively in their roles over time 

(Van Maanen & Schein 1979; Bauer & Erdogan 2011). These perspectives specify what 

successful organisational entry requires in terms of adjustment, learning, and integration, 

and they define the outcomes that onboarding is expected to support. 

At the same time, much of the socialisation literature conceptualises newcomer adjust-

ment at a relatively abstract level, focusing primarily on processes and outcomes rather 

than on how socialisation support is organised, delivered, and experienced in practice. 

In contemporary organisations, onboarding rarely unfolds as a single, coherent pro-

gramme. Instead, it is distributed across multiple organisational actors and enabling 

structures, including HR, line managers, IT systems, and work teams, whose actions 

collectively shape how socialisation resources are accessed and interpreted (Jeske & 
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Olson 2022; Pinco et al. 2025). This distribution is particularly salient in large organisa-

tions, where onboarding effectiveness depends not only on managerial behaviour but 

also on the consistency, coordination, and reliability of the organisational arrangements 

that support onboarding across units and locations. 

Recent research further suggests that changes in work arrangements and delivery con-

ditions have increased the complexity of onboarding. The expansion of digital and hybrid 

work has altered how onboarding support is provided, shifting many activities to technol-

ogy-mediated channels while simultaneously increasing the need for intentional coordi-

nation and sensemaking (Petrilli et al. 2022; Santhanam & Balaji 2023). While digital 

tools can support standardisation and efficiency, they do not replace the need for inter-

personal guidance, feedback, and relational support during early organisational entry 

(Korte et al. 2015; Jeske & Olson 2022). As a result, onboarding outcomes increasingly 

depend on how effectively organisations align socialisation practices across functional, 

relational, and technological interfaces, and how coherently these supports are experi-

enced by newcomers and managers over time. 

Taken together, these perspectives position onboarding as the organisational enactment 

of socialisation: it translates adjustment needs into practices and interactions that unfold 

over time and are increasingly shaped by digital and hybrid work contexts. Understand-

ing onboarding therefore requires attention to both the developmental logic of newcomer 

adjustment and the organisational conditions through which guidance, feedback, and 

learning opportunities are made available in practice. This framing provides the concep-

tual basis for examining onboarding as an organisational process whose quality is expe-

rienced by both new employees and managers, and it prepares the ground for the fol-

lowing section, which develops the internal service perspective explicitly. 

2.1.1 Organisational socialisation as the foundation for 
onboarding 

Onboarding is theoretically grounded in organisational socialisation research, which ex-

amines how newcomers learn and adapt when entering an organisation. Van Maanen 

and Schein (1979) conceptualise organisational socialisation as the process through 

which individuals acquire the knowledge, behaviours, and norms necessary to become 

effective organisational members. Bauer and Erdogan (2011) similarly describe sociali-

sation as a transition from outsider to insider, emphasising the psychological and behav-

ioural changes that accompany organisational entry. Taken together, these contributions 

conceptualise socialisation as a developmental process that unfolds over time rather 
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than as a single organisational event (Van Maanen & Schein 1979; Bauer & Erdogan 

2011). 

Empirical research links organisational socialisation practices to a range of adjustment 

and attitudinal outcomes. Bauer et al.’s (2007) meta-analysis shows that socialisation 

tactics are positively related to role clarity, self-efficacy, and social acceptance, and that 

these adjustment indicators are further associated with higher job satisfaction, stronger 

organisational commitment, improved performance, and lower turnover intentions. Sur-

vey-based evidence from Saks et al. (2007) similarly links socialisation practices and 

perceived organisational support to job satisfaction and organisational commitment. 

Building on this empirical base, Bauer and Erdogan (2011) synthesise prior findings by 

emphasising that socialisation outcomes are shaped by both individual factors, such as 

proactive behaviour, and organisational factors, such as structured practices, feedback, 

and supervisory support. 

The role of managers emerges as a central organisational factor in the socialisation pro-

cess. Black and Leysen (2002) show that supervisory support facilitates early learning 

and clarification of expectations, which can be interpreted as reducing newcomer uncer-

tainty during organisational entry. Jokisaari (2013) demonstrates that supervisor feed-

back and guidance contribute to newcomers’ role learning and performance during early 

employment. Korte et al. (2015), using qualitative data, illustrate how mismatches be-

tween managers’ and newcomers’ expectations regarding guidance, feedback, and ini-

tiative can hinder learning and sensemaking, which may slow adjustment and generate 

dissatisfaction. Together, these studies position managers as key socialisation agents 

whose actions and assumptions shape how newcomer adjustment unfolds in practice. 

In conclusion, organisational socialisation research provides a robust foundation for un-

derstanding what newcomers need in order to adjust effectively and how adjustment 

develops over time. These perspectives clarify the importance of informational, social, 

and relational support, as well as the central role of managers in facilitating early inte-

gration. At the same time, socialisation theory largely treats the organisational context 

as a background condition and pays limited attention to how organisational practices, 

systems, and internal services enable or constrain the delivery of socialisation support 

in practice. This limitation motivates closer attention to onboarding as the set of organi-

sational practices through which socialisation is enacted. 
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2.1.2 The emergence of onboarding as an organisational prac-
tice 

While organisational socialisation refers to the broader adjustment process, the concept 

of onboarding emerged to describe the concrete organisational practices that support 

this process. Klein and Polin (2012, p. 268) define onboarding as the formal and informal 

practices, programmes, and policies designed to help newcomers adjust to their roles 

and organisations. Becker and Bish (2021) further conceptualise onboarding as a learn-

ing process that involves both learning and unlearning, highlighting that effective adap-

tation may require newcomers to reconsider and relinquish knowledge and expectations 

formed in earlier organisational contexts. In this sense, onboarding operationalises so-

cialisation by translating adjustment needs into structured organisational interventions. 

Several studies clarify how onboarding differs from related concepts while remaining 

closely connected to socialisation. Graybill et al. (2013) describe onboarding as a stra-

tegic and ongoing process that extends from the job offer to full role functionality, distin-

guishing it from short-term orientation activities. Jeske and Olson (2022) frame onboard-

ing as a mutual learning process in which newcomers learn organisational norms and 

expectations while organisations gain insight into newcomers’ skills and perspectives. 

Pinco et al. (2025), synthesising prior research, conceptualise onboarding and socialisa-

tion as closely intertwined processes that together describe how newcomers are intro-

duced to organisational roles, values, and culture, while highlighting how these pro-

cesses are increasingly enacted in digitalised and hybrid work contexts. 

To illustrate how these concepts have been defined and emphasised across previous 

studies, Table 1 summarises key terms and definitions used in the onboarding and so-

cialisation literature.  
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Table 1. Comparison of onboarding-related terms and their definitions. 

Source Term Used Core Definition Emphasis 

Van Maanen & 
Schein (1979) 

Organisational so-
cialisation 

Process by which 
newcomers acquire 
knowledge, skills, 
and behaviours to be-
come effective mem-
bers 

Social and behav-
ioural integration 

Bauer & Erdogan 
(2011) 

Organisational so-
cialisation 

Transition from out-
sider to insider 

Psychological adjust-
ment and role-re-
lated sensemaking 

Klein & Polin (2012) Onboarding Formal and informal 
practices to facilitate 
newcomer adjust-
ment 

Programmatic and 
procedural design 

Graybill et al. (2013) Onboarding Strategic, ongoing 
process from job offer 
to full functionality 

Strategic, continuous 
process 

Becker & Bish (2021) Onboarding Learning and un-
learning process 
through which new-
comers adapt prior 
knowledge, routines, 
and expectations 

Cognitive adaptation 
and unlearning 

Jeske & Olson 
(2022) 

Onboarding Mutual learning op-
portunity for employ-
ees and organisa-
tions 

Relational and feed-
back-driven learning 

Pinco et al. (2025) Onboarding / Sociali-
sation 

Closely intertwined 
onboarding and so-
cialisation processes 
through which new-
comers are intro-
duced to organisa-
tional roles, values, 
and culture 

System-level per-
spective with atten-
tion to digital and hy-
brid contexts 

 

Although terminology varies across authors, the studies summarised in Table 1 consist-

ently distinguish between socialisation as a long-term developmental process and 

onboarding as the deliberate organisational practices that support this process. This dis-

tinction is important for the present study because it justifies examining onboarding not 

merely as an administrative activity, but as a set of structured interventions that shape 

how newcomers, and those responsible for integrating them, navigate the broader so-

cialisation journey. 

Beyond definitional distinctions, several influential frameworks specify the content, tim-

ing, and motivational dynamics of onboarding. Among the most widely cited are Bauer’s 
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(2010) Four Cs framework, Feldman’s (1981) three-phase model, and Socialisation Re-

sources Theory (Saks & Gruman 2018). 

Bauer’s (2010) Four Cs framework conceptualises onboarding as comprising four inter-

related dimensions: Compliance, Clarification, Culture, and Connection. Compliance 

concerns legal and policy-related requirements, Clarification addresses role expecta-

tions and performance criteria, Culture involves understanding organisational values and 

norms, and Connection focuses on building interpersonal relationships. Bauer (2010) 

argues that while many organisations succeed in addressing compliance and clarifica-

tion, fewer effectively support cultural understanding and social connection. Subsequent 

empirical research helps to clarify why this imbalance may be consequential for onboard-

ing outcomes. Bowers et al. (2023), using Bauer’s (2010) Four Cs framework, show that 

clarification is primarily associated with job satisfaction, whereas connection is more 

strongly related to organisational commitment and job embeddedness. These findings 

suggest that onboarding dimensions linked to deeper relational integration are particu-

larly important for longer-term attachment outcomes. Haave et al. (2023) provide com-

plementary evidence from remote onboarding contexts, demonstrating that while com-

pliance requirements are often fulfilled, social connection and shared sensemaking are 

more difficult to support in practice. 

Feldman’s (1981) three-phase model offers a temporal perspective on socialisation. The 

anticipatory phase captures expectations formed prior to organisational entry, the en-

counter phase begins when these expectations are tested against organisational reali-

ties, and the change and acquisition phase reflects longer-term adaptation and mastery 

(Feldman 1981). Across these phases, socialisation involves learning role behaviours, 

work skills, and group norms, with progress reflected in behavioural outcomes such as 

dependable role performance and in affective outcomes such as satisfaction and moti-

vation (Feldman 1981). More recent research provides empirical support for Feldman’s 

(1981) emphasis on the anticipatory phase by indicating that pre-entry communication 

and pre-boarding activities shape subsequent adjustment (Rahmah & Ginting 2025). 

When expectations are clarified before entry, newcomers may enter the encounter phase 

with fewer discrepancies between anticipated and actual role conditions, strengthening 

early role clarity and confidence.  

Socialisation Resources Theory (SRT) further develops the motivational dimension of 

onboarding. Saks and Gruman (2018) conceptualise organisational socialisation as a 

process through which organisations provide and sustain socialisation resources, such 

as supervisor support, feedback, and meaningful work, across four stages: prior to entry, 

immediately after entry, following orientation, and after the formal onboarding period. 
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Drawing on Job Demands-Resources theory (Bakker & Demerouti 2007) and Conserva-

tion of Resources theory (Hobfoll 2002), SRT proposes that sustained engagement de-

pends on continuous access to these resources (Saks & Gruman 2018). Consistent with 

SRT’s emphasis on providing socialisation resources across the entry period, Rahmah 

and Ginting (2025) apply the 17 SRT dimensions to evaluate an onboarding programme 

and find that stronger provision of these dimensions is associated with proximal onboard-

ing outcomes such as role clarity, self-efficacy, social integration, and cultural under-

standing. 

Taken together, Bauer’s (2010) framework highlights the breadth of onboarding content, 

Feldman’s (1981) model captures its temporal progression, and Socialisation Resources 

Theory (Saks & Gruman 2018) explains its motivational mechanisms. Together, these 

frameworks not only specify the content, timing, and motivational dynamics of onboard-

ing but also implicitly define the experiential conditions through which onboarding is eval-

uated by internal customers, laying the foundation for examining onboarding as an inter-

nal customer experience. In this study, these frameworks are treated as complementary 

perspectives that collectively inform both the design of onboarding practices and the ex-

periences through which onboarding is evaluated by internal customers. 

2.1.3 Strategic importance of onboarding 
Beyond individual adjustment, prior research positions onboarding as a strategically im-

portant organisational process with implications for engagement, retention, and perfor-

mance. Bauer (2010) and Gruman and Saks (2011) argue that effective onboarding and 

socialisation influence how quickly and effectively employees become productive con-

tributors, with implications for performance, retention, and longer-term organisational 

stability. From this perspective, onboarding represents an early organisational invest-

ment in human capital rather than a purely administrative activity. 

Empirical research reinforces the strategic relevance of onboarding across organisa-

tional contexts. From a strategic perspective, Pinco et al. (2025) synthesise onboarding 

research by framing onboarding as a set of mechanisms through which organisations 

connect early entry and socialisation processes to longer-term HR outcomes, a linkage 

that becomes particularly salient in digitally mediated work environments. Kirchner and 

Stull (2021) show that ineffective onboarding, characterised by unclear expectations and 

limited managerial support, contributes to employee dissatisfaction and is associated 

with heightened turnover risk, illustrating the organisational costs of poorly designed 

onboarding processes. 
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Beyond performance and retention outcomes, onboarding also plays an important role 

in knowledge transfer and cultural integration. Brødsjø et al. (2023) show that onboarding 

facilitates the flow of both tacit and explicit knowledge, supporting early productivity and 

organisational learning. Godinho et al. (2023) similarly show that structured onboarding 

tools, such as comprehensive handbooks, enhance role clarity and reduce uncertainty 

and anxiety during organisational entry. Together, these studies suggest that onboarding 

supports not only task-related adjustment but also the transmission of organisational val-

ues, norms, and ways of working. 

The strategic importance of onboarding becomes particularly visible when examining 

managerial and leadership contexts. Ross et al. (2014) report that executive failure within 

the first 18 months is often linked to cultural misalignment and insufficient onboarding 

support and argue that formalised onboarding programmes can help mitigate these risks. 

While these findings focus on senior leaders, they underscore the broader organisational 

consequences of onboarding quality and highlight how inadequate onboarding support 

can undermine managerial effectiveness. 

Beyond immediate performance implications, onboarding also shapes early identifica-

tion, commitment, and sense of belonging. Espinoza et al. (2024) emphasise that 

onboarding strengthens newcomers’ sense of belonging and alignment with organisa-

tional culture, particularly among younger generations entering the workforce. Support-

ing this view, the Aberdeen Group (2006) found that many employees form intentions 

about whether to remain with an organisation within the first six months of employment, 

underscoring onboarding’s decisive role in early commitment. 

Taken together, the literature reviewed in this section demonstrates that onboarding is 

not merely a supportive HR practice but a strategically significant organisational process. 

Importantly for this study, the strategic value of onboarding depends on the organisa-

tion’s ability to deliver onboarding in a consistent and coordinated manner across multi-

ple organisational actors and enabling structures. Because onboarding is enacted 

through formal programmes, digital systems, and coordinated practices involving multi-

ple contributors, managers’ ability to support newcomer adjustment is shaped by the 

organisational conditions under which onboarding is delivered rather than solely by indi-

vidual leadership behaviour. In large organisations, this dependency becomes particu-

larly salient, as managers rely on the availability and reliability of onboarding tools, infor-

mation, and cross-functional support to integrate new employees effectively in practice. 

This motivates examining onboarding through an internal service lens in the next section. 
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2.2 Onboarding as an internal service 

While organisational socialisation theory clarifies what onboarding is expected to pro-

vide, it offers more limited insight into how onboarding support is organised and delivered 

through organisational structures and internal interactions. This section therefore con-

ceptualises onboarding as an internal service and develops the internal customer logic 

needed to examine onboarding quality as a function of cross-functional coordination. 

Internal service research starts from the premise that employees’ ability to carry out their 

roles depends on the quality of support they receive from other organisational units 

(George 1990). Applied to onboarding, this directs attention to the service exchanges 

through which HR, IT, line managers, and colleagues provide access to information, 

tools, and interpersonal support. The consistency of these exchanges, and the quality of 

the service encounters they create, shapes how onboarding is experienced by both new-

comers and managers. 

2.2.1 Internal customer logic and internal service quality 
The concept of the internal customer originates from internal marketing and service man-

agement research. Berry (1981) introduced the idea that employees should be treated 

as internal customers whose needs must be met to deliver quality service externally. 

Building on this logic, George (1990) and Pfau et al. (1991) argue that internal service 

provision follows principles similar to external service provision, even though the context 

differs. In internal settings, the service relationship is ongoing and embedded in organi-

sational roles rather than governed by market transactions (George 1990). Building on 

this foundation, subsequent research has clarified who qualifies as an internal customer 

and how internal service provision operates within organisations.  

Internal customers are commonly understood as employees or organisational units that 

receive services, resources, or support from other employees or departments within the 

organisation. These internal services enable employees to perform their tasks and fulfil 

their responsibilities. (Gunawardane 2011; Goranczewski 2017) When applied to 

onboarding, this perspective positions new employees as internal customers who de-

pend on services such as HR administration, IT provisioning, training, and managerial 

guidance. At the same time, managers can also be conceptualised as internal customers 

because they rely on organisational services to fulfil their onboarding responsibilities. 

Internal service quality (ISQ) refers to the perceived quality of services exchanged be-

tween organisational actors (Stauss 1995). It draws on internal marketing and total qual-

ity management traditions, which emphasise that employee satisfaction with internal ser-

vices is a prerequisite for effective organisational functioning (Berry 1981). The Service-
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Profit Chain model further formalises this logic by proposing that high internal service 

quality leads to employee satisfaction and commitment, which in turn contribute to exter-

nal service quality and organisational performance (Heskett et al. 1994). 

Empirical research provides strong support for the relevance of internal service quality. 

Higher internal service quality has been shown to be associated with employee satisfac-

tion and loyalty-related outcomes (Hallowell et al. 1996; Eskildsen & Dahlgaard 2000; 

Sharma et al. 2016), as well as with organisational commitment (Sharma et al. 2016; 

Perić et al. 2021). In addition, internal service quality has been linked to employee well-

being and related performance outcomes (Sharma et al. 2016). Similar associations 

have been observed across contexts, including healthcare settings, where internal ser-

vice quality is related to internal customer satisfaction and patient-centred outcomes 

(Prakash & Srivastava 2019; Srivastava & Prakash 2019). Clarifying the underlying 

mechanism, Srivastava and Prakash (2019) demonstrate that internal customer satis-

faction partially mediates the relationship between internal service quality and organisa-

tional performance. Conversely, Goula et al. (2022) show that dissatisfaction with inter-

nal working conditions and managerial support is associated with lower job satisfaction 

among internal customers. Together, these findings suggest that internal service quality 

affects organisational outcomes primarily through its influence on employees’ experi-

ences and attitudes. 

Measurement of internal service quality remains a topic of debate in the literature. Many 

studies adapt external service quality instruments such as SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et 

al. 1988), while others propose tools specifically designed for internal contexts, such as 

INTSERVQUAL (Frost & Kumar 2001). These discussions highlight the challenge of cap-

turing service quality in internal settings, where expectations and perceptions may differ 

substantially from external customer relationships (Srivastava & Prakash 2019; Perić et 

al. 2021). 

In the context of onboarding, internal service quality becomes particularly salient be-

cause onboarding depends on the coordinated delivery of multiple internal services over 

a short and critical time period. HR processes, IT access, managerial guidance, and peer 

support together constitute the onboarding service system. When internal service quality 

is high, onboarding can be experienced as coherent and supportive. When internal ser-

vice quality is low, onboarding may become fragmented, placing additional strain on both 

newcomers and managers and increasing the likelihood that individuals must compen-

sate for systemic shortcomings. 
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2.2.2 Service encounters and onboarding touchpoints 
Onboarding as an internal service is experienced through a series of service encounters 

between internal customers and internal service providers. Service encounter research 

has traditionally focused on interactions between customers and frontline employees 

(Parasuraman et al. 1985), but this logic has been extended to internal service ex-

changes in internal service quality research (Srivastava & Prakash 2019). In onboarding, 

encounters occur when new employees or managers interact with HR representatives, 

IT support, supervisors, trainers, and colleagues. 

The internal service literature commonly evaluates encounters using dimensions 

adapted from external service quality models, such as SERVQUAL’s reliability, respon-

siveness, empathy, assurance, and tangibles (Parasuraman et al. 1988). In onboarding, 

these dimensions become visible through concrete interactions in which internal custom-

ers seek access to tools and systems, guidance and information, and social support from 

organisational actors. 

Prior onboarding research shows that early experiences are strongly shaped by whether 

basic arrangements are delivered reliably and on time. Newcomers’ ability to begin work 

effectively depends on timely access to essential resources such as tools, systems, and 

administrative arrangements, and delays can prolong uncertainty during early entry 

(Bauer et al. 2007; Rahmah & Ginting 2025). Evidence from internal service contexts 

similarly indicates that breakdowns in routine service delivery generate frustration and 

inefficiency and contribute to negative evaluations of internal service quality, especially 

when internal customers depend on these services to perform their roles (Sharma et al. 

2016; Srivastava & Prakash 2019). Taken together, these studies highlight a first cluster 

of onboarding touchpoints centred on reliable delivery of resources and administrative 

arrangements. In this study, these are termed transactional encounters. They are pri-

marily reflected in the reliability and tangibles dimensions of service quality, capturing 

the accuracy, timeliness, and material adequacy of service provision (Parasuraman et 

al. 1985). 

A second stream of research emphasises the importance of timely and accurate infor-

mation during early employment. Onboarding research consistently links clear infor-

mation provision – through orientation, training, policy clarification, and feedback – to 

reduced uncertainty and stronger role clarity, particularly when expectations and proce-

dures are communicated proactively (Bauer et al. 2007; Rahmah & Ginting 2025). From 

a service quality perspective, these interactions depend on an organisation’s ability to 

respond to questions and convey confidence-building guidance, aligning most closely 

with responsiveness and assurance (Parasuraman et al. 1985). These findings point to 
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a second cluster of touchpoints oriented around knowledge transfer and clarification. In 

this study, these are termed informational encounters. 

A third set of studies highlights that onboarding is also shaped by social engagement 

and interpersonal support. Socialisation research and onboarding frameworks empha-

sise that supervisors, mentors, buddies, and colleagues function as key socialisation 

agents whose involvement supports integration, belonging, and sustained engagement 

(Saks & Gruman 2018). Empirical findings further suggest that connection-related as-

pects of onboarding are particularly important for longer-term attachment outcomes, in-

cluding organisational commitment and job embeddedness (Bowers et al. 2023). These 

interactions reflect relational dimensions of service quality – especially empathy – and 

trust-related perceptions that internal service research links to how supported internal 

customers feel within organisational relationships (Parasuraman et al. 1985; Srivastava 

& Prakash 2019). Together, these findings identify a third cluster of touchpoints centred 

on interpersonal support and social connection. In this study, these are termed relational 

encounters. 

Applying the internal service quality logic outlined above to the onboarding context high-

lights the particular importance of individual service encounters for shaping early expe-

riences. During onboarding, internal customers form evaluations of organisational sup-

port through concrete interactions with HR, IT, managers, and colleagues, rather than 

through abstract assessments of service systems. Breakdowns in basic service provi-

sion, such as delayed IT access, unprepared managers, or limited relational contact, 

may therefore have disproportionate effects on early experiences, as newcomers rely 

heavily on these encounters to make sense of their role and the organisation. This is 

particularly salient during the initial stages of employment, which prior onboarding re-

search identifies as a period of heightened vulnerability and uncertainty for newcomers 

(Bauer et al. 2007). 

Service encounters during onboarding are also emotionally salient. Affective Events The-

ory suggests that everyday interactions generate emotional responses that accumulate 

into overall job attitudes (Weiss & Cropanzano 1996). Transformative Service Research 

calls for greater attention to well-being and psychological resources as outcomes of ser-

vice systems (Anderson et al. 2013). Empirical studies applying this perspective to inter-

nal service contexts show that internal service quality is associated with employee well-

being and related job attitudes (Sharma et al. 2016). From this perspective, onboarding 

encounters contribute not only to functional adjustment but also to emotional and psy-

chological outcomes. 
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Importantly, onboarding consists of a sequence of encounters rather than a single event. 

Overall perceptions of onboarding quality are co-created across multiple interdependent 

touchpoints. Each encounter has the potential to reinforce or undermine prior experi-

ences. This highlights onboarding as a multi-touchpoint service process in which internal 

service quality is continuously evaluated by internal customers. 

Recognising managers as internal customers further extends this logic. Managers rely 

on the same onboarding-related service encounters as newcomers, such as HR guid-

ance, IT responsiveness, and training support, to fulfil their onboarding responsibilities. 

Their experiences of these encounters influence not only their own effectiveness but also 

their capacity to support newcomers, reinforcing the interdependence between manage-

rial experience and newcomer outcomes. From this perspective, onboarding quality can-

not be fully understood without considering how internal services shape the experiences 

of both groups simultaneously. 

2.3 Service design as a lens for onboarding 

While organisational socialisation theory and internal service research help explain what 

onboarding is expected to provide and how it is experienced by internal customers, they 

offer more limited guidance on how onboarding services can be examined and devel-

oped across organisational systems. This study therefore draws on service design as a 

complementary lens for analysing onboarding as a complex, multi-actor service process. 

In service design research, services are approached as configurations of people, prac-

tices, artefacts, and interactions that shape experience over time (Kimbell 2011; Stick-

dorn et al. 2018). This perspective aligns with onboarding, which unfolds through re-

peated interactions among new employees, managers, and organisational support sys-

tems across early employment. In this thesis, service design is used primarily as an an-

alytical lens: it supports translating internal customer experiences into insights about how 

onboarding is structured, how responsibilities and support are coordinated, and where 

misalignments between intended and experienced service emerge. 

Building on this lens, the section first introduces practical concepts from service design 

that help make onboarding processes and experiences visible across time and touch-

points. It then turns to broader conceptual perspectives that foreground value co-creation 

and clarify how individual onboarding encounters relate to organisational coordination 

and wider contextual conditions (Vargo & Lusch 2004, 2008; Patrício et al. 2011). 
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2.3.1 Service design principles, processes, and tools 
Building on the service design perspective introduced above, this subsection outlines the 

principles and analytical tools that are most relevant for examining onboarding as a multi-

actor internal service. These concepts are used selectively to support the analysis of 

onboarding experiences rather than as prescriptive design methods. This subsection 

also outlines the service design concepts that are most relevant for understanding 

onboarding as a multi-actor internal service. 

Building on the journey-oriented understanding of services, service design research em-

phasises the use of process-oriented representations to analyse how experiences are 

structured and coordinated across organisational touchpoints (Patrício et al. 2011). Ra-

ther than treating interactions as isolated events, these representations make visible how 

experiences accumulate over time and how different touchpoints jointly shape overall 

evaluations (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). Applied to onboarding, this perspective supports 

the examination of how experiences develop across phases such as pre-boarding, entry, 

and early integration, instead of being attributed to a single orientation event or manage-

rial interaction. 

To analyse such processes, service design research commonly employs journey-ori-

ented representations. Customer or user journey mapping is used to trace how individu-

als move through a service over time, highlighting key touchpoints, emotional responses, 

and points of friction (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). In organisational contexts, journey repre-

sentations are particularly useful for identifying moments where expectations and deliv-

ery diverge (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). In this study, journey-oriented thinking provides a 

way to structure and compare managers’ and newcomers’ descriptions of onboarding 

experiences across time. 

Another central concept in service design is the distinction between frontstage and back-

stage service activities. In service blueprinting, frontstage activities are those service in-

teractions that are visible to and directly experienced by users, while backstage activities 

consist of organisational processes, systems, and employee actions that support service 

delivery but remain outside the user’s view (Bitner et al. 2008). Bitner et al. (2008) intro-

duce service blueprinting as a technique for visualising how these visible service en-

counters are enabled by underlying backstage activities and coordination. This distinc-

tion is particularly relevant for onboarding, where many enabling activities, such as con-

tract preparation, system access, and role-specific training arrangements, take place out 

of sight of the newcomer. From the perspective of this study, blueprint logic provides a 

useful way to examine how shortcomings in backstage coordination can manifest as 

fragmented or negative experiences at the frontstage level. 
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Service design research also emphasises the value of co-design and stakeholder in-

volvement in understanding and improving services. Sanders and Stappers (2008) argue 

that involving users and service providers in exploratory and generative activities sup-

ports shared understanding of service challenges and opportunities. While this thesis 

does not involve participatory design interventions, the co-design principle informs the 

analytical stance adopted in the empirical phase. Specifically, it supports the examination 

of onboarding as a co-created experience shaped by the interactions and expectations 

of multiple internal actors, including managers, new employees, HR, and IT. 

Importantly, service design tools are not treated here as neutral representations. Patrício 

et al. (2011) note that service representations such as journeys and blueprints connect 

strategic intent with operational delivery by enabling traceability between different levels 

of service design. In the context of onboarding, such representations help link individual 

experiences to broader organisational structures and responsibilities. This aligns with the 

study’s aim to move beyond individual accounts toward an integrated understanding of 

onboarding as an internal service system. 

Taken together, these service design principles and tools support the central analytical 

move of this thesis: examining onboarding not only in terms of what support is provided, 

but in terms of how experiences are structured, sequenced, and enabled across organi-

sational touchpoints. In the following subsection, this perspective is further extended 

through service-dominant logic and multilevel service design, which provide a more ex-

plicit framework for analysing value creation and coordination across different levels of 

the onboarding service system. 

2.3.2 Service-dominant logic and multilevel perspectives 
To complement the process- and tool-oriented view of service design introduced in the 

previous section, this subsection introduces service-dominant logic (S-D logic) and mul-

tilevel service design as conceptual lenses for understanding onboarding as a co-cre-

ated, multi-actor service. While traditional service design tools help visualise journeys 

and interactions, these theoretical perspectives explain how value is created through 

those interactions and where service design interventions can be targeted in complex 

organisational settings. 

Service-dominant logic, developed by Vargo and Lusch (2004, 2008, 2016), reframes 

services not as outputs delivered by providers to passive recipients, but as processes in 

which value is co-created through interaction among multiple actors. According to S-D 

logic, value does not reside in resources, tools, or service offerings themselves, but 

emerges when actors integrate resources in use contexts (Vargo & Lusch 2004, 2008). 
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All participants are viewed as resource integrators, contributing skills, knowledge, and 

effort to the service process (Vargo & Lusch 2016). 

Applied to onboarding, this perspective implies that onboarding quality cannot be ex-

plained solely by the presence of formal programmes, checklists, or digital tools. Instead, 

value emerges through the interactions between newcomers, managers, HR, IT, and 

other organisational actors who collectively enact the onboarding process. New employ-

ees contribute prior knowledge, expectations, and proactive behaviour; managers con-

tribute guidance, feedback, and relational support; and internal service providers con-

tribute systems, information, and procedural resources. Onboarding outcomes therefore 

depend on how effectively these resources are combined and coordinated in practice, 

rather than on any single organisational function acting in isolation. 

This emphasis on interaction and co-creation aligns closely with internal customer per-

spectives discussed earlier. From an internal service viewpoint, both newcomers and 

managers can be understood as internal customers who evaluate onboarding based on 

the value created through their service interactions with HR, IT, and each other, drawing 

on internal service quality logic (George 1990; Sharma et al. 2016). S-D logic deepens 

this understanding by highlighting that internal customers are not merely recipients of 

support, but active participants whose actions influence how onboarding unfolds and 

how value is realised (Vargo & Lusch 2016). In this sense, onboarding can be concep-

tualised as an internally co-produced service rather than a unidirectional support pro-

cess. 

Building on S-D logic, service design scholars have increasingly emphasised the need 

to account for the systemic and multi-level nature of services. Kimbell (2011) conceptu-

alises service design as “designing for service”, an exploratory and reflective practice 

focused on configuring socio-material systems that link people, artefacts, and organisa-

tional contexts. From this perspective, services are not static processes but dynamic 

arrangements that are continually shaped by use, adaptation, and interaction. In 

onboarding, this means that digital platforms, physical workspaces, organisational rou-

tines, and interpersonal relationships jointly shape how onboarding is experienced, ra-

ther than operating independently. 

Patrício et al. (2011) formalise this systemic view through the Multilevel Service Design 

(MSD) framework, which distinguishes between three interrelated levels of service de-

sign: the service encounter level, the service system level, and the service ecosystem 

level. The encounter level focuses on concrete interactions between users and service 

providers (Patrício et al. 2011), such as onboarding meetings, training sessions, or first-
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day introductions. The system level concerns the configuration and coordination of or-

ganisational actors, processes, and resources that support these encounters (Patrício et 

al. 2011), including HR processes, IT provisioning workflows, and managerial responsi-

bilities. The ecosystem level refers to the broader institutional, cultural, and strategic 

context that shapes how services are designed and prioritised (Patrício et al. 2011), such 

as organisational norms, leadership expectations, and shared assumptions about roles 

and responsibilities. 

This multilevel perspective is particularly relevant for onboarding in large organisations, 

where experiences are shaped simultaneously by immediate interactions, cross-func-

tional coordination, and overarching organisational structures. Prior service research 

highlights that service failures and quality problems cannot be fully understood by exam-

ining individual service encounters alone (Bitner et al. 2008). Instead, such problems are 

often linked to how customer-facing interactions are supported by and coordinated with 

backstage and system-level processes, particularly in complex service settings where 

experiences unfold across multiple organisational levels (Bitner et al. 2008; Patrício et 

al. 2011). For example, a supportive manager-newcomer interaction may be undermined 

by delayed system access, reflecting a disconnect between encounter-level intentions 

and system-level readiness. 

In this study, the MSD framework (Patrício et al. 2011) provides an analytical structure 

for examining onboarding experiences across levels. Experiences described by manag-

ers and new employees can be analysed at the encounter level (e.g. first-day interac-

tions, feedback discussions), the system level (e.g. coordination between HR, IT, and 

line management), and the ecosystem level (e.g. organisational expectations regarding 

managerial responsibility and self-service). This layered analysis supports a more nu-

anced understanding of where onboarding succeeds or fails and helps identify whether 

challenges stem from interpersonal dynamics, process design, or broader organisational 

assumptions. 

Taken together, service-dominant logic and multilevel service design offer a coherent 

conceptual foundation for analysing onboarding as a co-created internal service. S-D 

logic (Vargo & Lusch 2004, 2008, 2016) explains how value is generated through inter-

action among internal actors, while the MSD framework (Patrício et al. 2011) clarifies 

where service design interventions can be targeted across organisational levels. In the 

context of this thesis, these perspectives bridge the literature on internal customer expe-

rience and service design and prepare the ground for analysing onboarding experiences 

empirically as part of an interconnected service system rather than a set of isolated HR 

activities. 



23 
 

UNRESTRICTED 

2.4 Interpersonal dynamics in onboarding 

Building on the view of onboarding as a multi-actor service process experienced through 

a sequence of touchpoints, this section examines the interpersonal dynamics through 

which onboarding quality is co-created in everyday interactions. While organisational ar-

rangements shape the conditions under which onboarding takes place, prior research 

indicates that newcomers’ experiences are strongly mediated through social interactions, 

expectations, and relationships formed with managers and coworkers during early em-

ployment (Jokisaari & Vuori 2014; Korte et al. 2015). 

From an internal service perspective, onboarding involves at least two interconnected 

experiential viewpoints. Newcomers rely on the organisation for access to information, 

tools, and social support, while managers act as frontline facilitators of onboarding by 

interpreting and enacting organisational practices in interaction with new employees 

(Jokisaari & Vuori 2014; Korte et al. 2015). At the same time, managers themselves 

depend on internal support services, such as HR, IT, and training, to carry out onboard-

ing effectively. 

Research has extensively documented the role of managers in shaping newcomer ad-

justment and learning through ongoing interaction and guidance (Jokisaari & Vuori 2014; 

Korte et al. 2015), while more recent studies highlight that newcomer expectations and 

experiences are further shaped by evolving digital and hybrid work contexts (Jeske & 

Olson 2022; Haave et al. 2023). Bringing these perspectives together allows onboarding 

to be examined as a co-produced interpersonal service, jointly shaped by newcomers, 

managers, coworkers, and internal service providers. 

2.4.1 Manager, coworker, and social network dynamics 
Examining onboarding as a reciprocal interpersonal process requires attention to how 

newcomers, managers, and coworkers jointly participate in socialisation. While newcom-

ers are often described as adapting to organisational norms and practices, prior research 

shows that their adjustment is shaped through ongoing interaction with organisational 

insiders, particularly managers and peers who provide access to information, feedback, 

and social networks (Jokisaari & Vuori 2014; Korte et al. 2015). From this perspective, 

onboarding unfolds through everyday interactions rather than through formal activities 

alone, making interpersonal dynamics central to how onboarding is experienced in prac-

tice. 

Managers play a particularly influential role in shaping these interactions. Jokisaari and 

Vuori (2014) conceptualise organisational socialisation as a process in which newcom-
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ers are brought “on board” primarily through social ties and interaction with more expe-

rienced organisational members. Their work highlights that supervisors and other insid-

ers act as key socialisation agents by facilitating information exchange and integration 

into social networks, which in turn shape adjustment outcomes (Jokisaari & Vuori 2014). 

Building on this interactional view, Dong et al. (2022) identify managers’ supportive ac-

tions across four socialisation domains: task mastery, role clarification, acculturation, and 

social integration. Managers contribute by assigning meaningful tasks, communicating 

expectations and feedback, conveying organisational norms and values, and facilitating 

introductions and mentoring relationships (Dong et al. 2022). Together, these contribu-

tions indicate that managerial involvement in onboarding extends beyond administrative 

coordination to include relational and interpretive work that shapes how newcomers un-

derstand their role and the organisation. 

However, managerial involvement does not guarantee aligned expectations about how 

onboarding should proceed. In a qualitative study of newly hired engineers and their 

managers, Korte et al. (2015) identify recurring misalignments around learning structure, 

the level of managerial guidance and feedback, and expectations regarding newcomer 

initiative. Newcomers often anticipated clearer structure and more explicit direction, 

whereas managers tended to favour informal, experiential learning and sometimes lim-

ited guidance to encourage independence (Korte et al. 2015). Managers also valued 

proactive help-seeking, while newcomers could hesitate to display initiative due to un-

certainty about norms and concerns about appearing incompetent – hesitation that man-

agers might interpret as a lack of readiness (Korte et al. 2015). Korte et al. (2015) argue 

that these difficulties reflect mismatched expectations and interpretive errors rather than 

individual shortcomings, as newcomers and managers may attribute gaps in structure, 

guidance, or initiative to personal deficiencies (Fiske & Taylor 1991; Korte et al. 2015). 

This highlights how onboarding experiences can deteriorate when expected and enacted 

support diverge, even when intentions are positive (Jones 1983; Korte et al. 2015). 

In addition to managers, coworkers play a critical role in onboarding. Korte et al. (2015) 

show that when managerial support was limited, newcomers relied heavily on peers or 

informal “local mentors” for task-related learning and social integration. Prior research 

similarly emphasises the importance of early informal interactions and mentoring in fa-

cilitating adjustment (Korte 2009; Sluss & Thompson 2012). These coworker relation-

ships can help newcomers interpret local norms and gain acceptance within their teams, 

although their effectiveness may vary depending on group culture and workload (Korte 

et al. 2015). This evidence reinforces the view of onboarding as a collective process 



25 
 

UNRESTRICTED 

shaped by multiple internal actors rather than by the manager-newcomer relationship 

alone. 

Taken together, the literature reviewed in this section shows that expectation alignment, 

feedback practices, and access to social support are central interpersonal mechanisms 

through which onboarding quality is co-created in practice (Jokisaari & Vuori 2014; Korte 

et al. 2015). These dynamics are experienced through concrete interactions, such as 

early check-ins, role clarification conversations, mentoring moments, and everyday help-

seeking, that can either reinforce clarity and belonging or amplify uncertainty. Im-

portantly, the consistency of these interactions depends partly on organisational condi-

tions that enable insiders to provide timely guidance and support, including workload, 

coordination, and access to onboarding-related resources. This positions interpersonal 

touchpoints as a key site where broader organisational arrangements become visible in 

the lived onboarding experience, and it motivates closer attention to managers’ own sup-

port conditions in the following section. 

2.4.2 Managers as recipients of onboarding support 
While prior research has extensively examined managers as providers of onboarding 

support, considerably less attention has been paid to managers’ experiences as recipi-

ents of onboarding-related support. In large organisations in particular, managers de-

pend on HR, IT, and training functions for access to systems, procedural guidance, and 

timely information that make onboarding possible in practice. When this support is de-

layed or fragmented, the burden is often absorbed at the managerial level, with implica-

tions for both managerial effectiveness and newcomer experience. 

Most existing research on managerial onboarding focuses on how managers themselves 

are socialised when entering new roles or organisations. For example, Dai et al. (2011) 

conceptualise executive onboarding as a strategic process aimed at accelerating contri-

bution and preventing derailment, emphasising structured support during leadership 

transitions. Similarly, Williams and Heileman (2024) highlight the relational and reflective 

dimensions of leadership onboarding, focusing on trust-building, identity alignment, and 

sensemaking. While these studies offer valuable insights into how organisations onboard 

managers as new hires, they do not address how managers experience onboarding pro-

cesses designed for their subordinates, nor how internal support services shape manag-

ers’ capacity to carry out onboarding responsibilities. 

Conceptual perspectives from role theory and transition research help explain why this 

distinction matters. Neale and Griffin’s (2006) model of self-held work roles proposes 

that effective adjustment depends on alignment between system requirements, social 



26 
 

UNRESTRICTED 

expectations, and individuals’ self-concept. Applied to onboarding, this suggests that 

managers must reconcile expectations associated with their role as onboarding facilita-

tors with the resources and support provided by the organisation. When internal services 

fail to meet managerial needs, such as unclear responsibilities, delayed system access, 

or insufficient guidance, this alignment may be disrupted, potentially leading to role strain 

or reduced engagement with onboarding activities. 

Related insights emerge from transition research. West and Rushton (1989) demon-

strate that mismatches between individuals’ control needs and the level of job discretion 

available to them are associated with heightened negative emotional reactions during 

role transitions. In the context of onboarding, similar dynamics may arise when managers 

are held accountable for onboarding outcomes but lack adequate authority, information, 

or resources to fulfil this responsibility. Although this literature does not address onboard-

ing directly, it highlights how structural constraints and insufficient support can undermine 

role performance during periods of change. 

Taken together, these perspectives suggest that onboarding should be understood as a 

bidirectional internal process: managers are expected to enable newcomer adjustment, 

yet their ability to do so depends on the support and resources made available through 

HR, IT, and training functions. However, the literature has largely focused on onboarding 

of managers (managers as newcomers) rather than onboarding for managers – the en-

abling support managers receive when onboarding others. This gap matters because 

role and transition research implies that accountability without adequate resources, in-

formation, or discretion can generate role strain and undermine performance during pe-

riods of change (West & Rushton 1989; Neale & Griffin 2006). In large organisations, 

where onboarding is distributed across functions and systems, shortcomings in cross-

functional enablement may therefore constrain not only newcomers’ access to resources 

but also managers’ capacity to provide timely guidance, feedback, and relational support. 

In this study, examining managers as internal customers makes it possible to analyse 

how the adequacy, coherence, and usability of onboarding-related support shapes the 

overall onboarding experience and helps explain variation in onboarding quality across 

teams. This dual focus provides a basis for identifying improvement opportunities that 

strengthen both newcomer adaptation and managerial enablement, and it is carried for-

ward into the empirical analysis and discussion chapters. 
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2.5 New employee expectations and contemporary trends 

In addition to organisational structures and interpersonal dynamics, onboarding experi-

ences are shaped by broader changes in work life that influence how onboarding is in-

terpreted and evaluated by internal customers. Shifts in employee expectations, evolving 

career values, and changes in work arrangements, particularly the expansion of remote 

and hybrid work, have altered what newcomers and managers expect onboarding ser-

vices to provide. Understanding these trends is therefore essential for interpreting why 

certain onboarding practices are experienced as supportive, insufficient, or misaligned 

with expectations. 

Recent research indicates that newcomers increasingly value early clarity, meaningful 

interaction, and opportunities for learning during onboarding. For example, Bowers et al. 

(2023) show that early role clarity and social connection are strongly associated with 

positive onboarding evaluations, while Chillakuri (2020) demonstrates that younger em-

ployees, particularly Generation Z, expect onboarding to provide purpose, feedback, and 

development opportunities rather than mere procedural orientation. At the same time, 

changes in work arrangements have reshaped how onboarding is delivered, introducing 

new challenges related to interaction, learning, and sensemaking (Jeske & Olson 2022; 

Santhanam & Balaji 2023). From an internal service perspective, these developments 

highlight how expectations form the lens through which onboarding quality is assessed. 

2.5.1 Evolving expectations and onboarding as a learning pro-
cess 

Contemporary onboarding research increasingly conceptualises onboarding as a learn-

ing-oriented and interactive process, rather than as a one-directional transfer of infor-

mation from organisation to newcomer. Jeske and Olson (2022) frame onboarding as a 

learning stage in which newcomers learn about organisational practices, while also em-

phasising the importance for organisations of recognising and adapting to newcomers’ 

skills, expectations, and perspectives. Their analysis shows that today’s new hires ex-

pect onboarding to be flexible, personalised, and connected to broader learning and de-

velopment practices, particularly in contexts where work is increasingly remote or hybrid 

(Jeske & Olson 2022).  

This learning-oriented view aligns with earlier work on organisational socialisation and 

sensemaking. Korte et al. (2015) demonstrate that newcomers and managers often in-

terpret onboarding situations differently, especially regarding learning structure, feed-

back, and initiative. Rather than viewing these differences as individual deficiencies, their 

findings highlight onboarding as a process of ongoing interpretation and negotiation, in 
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which shared understanding develops through interaction (Korte et al. 2015). From this 

perspective, onboarding quality depends not only on formal content but also on whether 

onboarding arrangements enable dialogue, feedback, and joint meaning-making. 

Expectations related to learning and development are particularly salient for younger 

employees. Chillakuri (2020) identifies six key onboarding expectations among Genera-

tion Z newcomers: meaningful work, real-time feedback, work-life balance, personal con-

nection, understanding of organisational vision, and continuous learning opportunities. 

These expectations can be interpreted as reflecting a desire for onboarding experiences 

that support both immediate adjustment and longer-term development. Empirical evi-

dence shows that early onboarding experiences play a significant role in shaping new-

comers’ job satisfaction and organisational commitment, with job satisfaction linked pri-

marily to role clarity and organisational commitment strongly associated with opportuni-

ties for connection (Bowers et al. 2023). Bowers et al. (2023) show that early onboarding 

experiences shape how newcomers evaluate their fit and relationship with the organisa-

tion, while qualitative evidence from Espinoza et al. (2024) links effective onboarding to 

higher levels of engagement and organisational attachment. 

Taken together, these studies portray onboarding as an adaptive learning process 

shaped by interaction, feedback, and evolving expectations. From an internal service 

perspective, this implies that onboarding quality is evaluated not only on the basis of 

efficiency or completeness, but also on the extent to which onboarding enables learning, 

supports sensemaking, and acknowledges newcomers as active participants in the pro-

cess. 

2.5.2 Digital and hybrid onboarding as a service delivery chal-
lenge 

The digital transformation of work has further reshaped onboarding practices, particularly 

through the rapid expansion of remote and hybrid work arrangements. Research con-

ducted during and after the COVID-19 pandemic highlights both the opportunities and 

limitations of digital onboarding. Santhanam and Balaji’s (2023) study of remote onboard-

ing in the Indian IT industry shows that while remote onboarding can function effectively 

at a basic level, it is associated with lower satisfaction and slower adjustment, as re-

flected in longer time to productivity and weaker job orientation, compared to in-person 

onboarding, particularly when managerial interaction, structured learning, and 

knowledge transfer are limited. 
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Their findings indicate that gaps in remote onboarding are often linked to delayed access 

to tools, reduced supervisor interaction, and insufficient opportunities for informal learn-

ing and relationship-building (Santhanam & Balaji 2023). These challenges mirror con-

cerns raised in broader onboarding literature, where reduced access to informal cues 

and spontaneous interaction is argued to complicate role clarity and cultural understand-

ing in remote contexts (Jeske & Olson 2022). Although digital tools and platforms can 

support onboarding delivery, they do not eliminate the need for interpersonal guidance 

and feedback (Jeske & Olson 2022). 

Research on contemporary onboarding practices suggests that effective hybrid onboard-

ing depends on the coordination of multiple internal actors. Santhanam and Balaji (2023) 

emphasise the role of managerial involvement in shaping remote onboarding outcomes, 

while Jeske and Olson (2022) highlight the need to integrate onboarding with learning, 

development, and feedback processes across organisational functions. From an internal 

service perspective, these findings underscore that digital onboarding quality is not de-

termined by technology alone, but by how HR, IT, and line managers jointly enable ac-

cess, learning, and interaction. 

Overall, contemporary onboarding is shaped by the intersection of evolving employee 

expectations, learning-oriented approaches, and changing service delivery conditions. 

Research suggests that newcomers evaluate onboarding not only in terms of procedural 

efficiency and system readiness (Santhanam & Balaji 2023) but also based on whether 

onboarding supports learning and sensemaking through interaction with organisational 

insiders (Korte et al. 2015; Jeske & Olson 2022), as well as alignment with their expec-

tations regarding development, feedback, and purpose (Chillakuri 2020). When these 

expectations are not met, due to limited interaction, unclear learning structures, or frag-

mented service delivery, onboarding may be experienced as insufficient or misaligned. 

From an internal service perspective, these insights suggest that onboarding outcomes 

cannot be understood solely through formal programme design. Rather, onboarding 

quality depends on how effectively organisational actors coordinate learning, interaction, 

and support in response to evolving expectations. This sets the stage for identifying the 

key factors that enable or constrain onboarding experience in practice. 

2.6 Enablers and barriers of onboarding experience 

Bringing together the preceding perspectives, onboarding outcomes can be understood 

as the result of enabling and constraining factors that shape how onboarding is experi-
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enced and evaluated by internal customers. These factors influence not only the availa-

bility of onboarding resources, but also how service quality and value are perceived by 

both new employees and managers. Rather than operating in isolation, enablers and 

barriers emerge through the interaction of organisational processes, interpersonal rela-

tionships, and individual expectations. 

Prior research identifies several recurring enablers of effective onboarding, including role 

clarity and social support, which meta-analytic evidence links to newcomer adjustment 

outcomes such as self-efficacy and social acceptance (Bauer et al. 2007; Bauer & Er-

dogan 2011). In addition, more recent empirical work highlights the importance of timely 

access to systems and job resources, while also pointing to coordination challenges 

across onboarding actors that shape how onboarding is experienced by newcomers 

(Rahmah & Ginting 2025). Conversely, research has documented several recurring bar-

riers to effective onboarding. Fragmented onboarding processes and inconsistent man-

agerial guidance have been identified as persistent challenges in more traditional, in-

person organisational settings (Kirchner & Stull 2021), while more recent studies high-

light additional barriers emerging in hybrid and digital onboarding environments, includ-

ing reduced socialisation, limited informal learning, and difficulties accessing timely feed-

back (Petrilli et al. 2022). This section synthesises these findings to establish a structured 

basis for interpreting onboarding experiences as internal customer experiences, provid-

ing a bridge between theory and the empirical analysis. 

2.6.1 Role clarity and expectations 
One of the most consistently identified enablers of positive onboarding experiences is 

the provision of role clarity and clear performance expectations. Organisational sociali-

sation research conceptualises onboarding as an ongoing process that supports new-

comers’ understanding of tasks, responsibilities, and success criteria, rather than as a 

single orientation event (Bauer et al. 2007; Bauer & Erdogan 2011; Graybill et al. 2013). 

When onboarding is designed strategically, it can align newcomers with organisational 

goals while providing the informational and relational resources needed for effective role 

performance, as suggested by recent empirical research (Bowers et al. 2023; Rahmah 

& Ginting 2025). 

Empirical evidence consistently links role clarity to favourable onboarding outcomes. 

Bauer et al.’s (2007) meta-analysis demonstrates that socialisation tactics are positively 

associated with role clarity and self-efficacy, which in turn support newcomer adjustment 

and positive work attitudes. More recently, Bowers et al. (2023) found that clarification 

was the only onboarding dimension significantly correlating with job satisfaction in their 
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study, while social connection contributed more strongly to organisational commitment 

and job embeddedness. These findings underscore the importance of clearly communi-

cating expectations early in employment. 

In contrast, insufficient expectation alignment emerges as a recurring barrier. Kirchner 

and Stull (2021) show that newcomers in U.S. manufacturing firms often felt under-in-

formed about task expectations, while managers assumed instructions had been under-

stood, revealing a persistent communication gap. Similarly, Dong et al. (2022) document 

how managers’ assumptions about newcomer initiative conflicted with newcomers’ need 

for guidance, generating frustration on both sides. These mismatches illustrate how lack 

of clarity can undermine functional effectiveness and, over time, may also erode trust 

and relational confidence during onboarding. 

2.6.2 Access to systems and organisational knowledge 
Beyond role clarity, timely access to systems, tools, and organisational knowledge is a 

critical enabler of early effectiveness and perceived service quality. Empirical studies 

indicate that delayed or fragmented access to systems and job resources undermines 

onboarding effectiveness and is associated with lower satisfaction and adjustment out-

comes (Santhanam & Balaji 2023; Rahmah & Ginting 2025). Rahmah and Ginting 

(2025), in their study of a travel technology company, identify insufficient anticipatory 

socialisation and delayed system access as major obstacles to onboarding success, 

even when formal onboarding structures were in place. At the same time, job resources 

and supervisor support showed strong relationships with role clarity and self-efficacy 

(Rahmah & Ginting 2025). 

Comparable findings emerge in digital and hybrid contexts. Santhanam and Balaji (2023) 

demonstrate that remote onboarding in Indian IT firms was associated with lower satis-

faction and slower productivity when equipment delivery, procedural guidance, and su-

pervisor interaction were delayed. These functional breakdowns were reflected in more 

negative onboarding evaluations, despite the presence of formal onboarding pro-

grammes (Santhanam & Balaji 2023). 

These findings align with Bauer and Erdogan’s (2011) socialisation model, which em-

phasises access to information, feedback, and social support as foundational resources 

for newcomer adjustment. From an internal service perspective, when organisations fail 

to coordinate logistical and informational onboarding elements, onboarding may be ex-

perienced as inefficient and unresponsive by internal customers, thereby reducing per-

ceived internal service quality. 
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2.6.3 Social support, feedback, and relational value 
While functional resources enable task performance, social support and feedback are 

central to the relational and emotional dimensions of onboarding. Bauer et al.’s (2007) 

meta-analysis shows that social acceptance is consistently associated with job satisfac-

tion, organisational commitment, performance, and intentions to remain. Bowers et al. 

(2023) similarly find that the connection dimension of onboarding exhibits the strongest 

correlations with organisational commitment and job embeddedness. 

The Socialisation Resources Theory proposed by Saks and Gruman (2018) conceptual-

ises these relational elements as renewable resources that sustain engagement over 

time. Within this framework, feedback, recognition, and follow-up are not one-off activi-

ties, but ongoing inputs that maintain adjustment throughout the onboarding cycle (Saks 

& Gruman 2018). Rahmah and Ginting (2025) provide empirical support for this view, 

showing that supervisor support and personal planning are strongly linked to newcomers’ 

social integration and understanding of organisational culture. 

When relational support is inconsistent or absent, it becomes a barrier. Korte et al. (2015) 

observe that newcomers often experienced limited feedback and hands-off managerial 

styles as anxiety-inducing, while managers perceived the same approach as encourag-

ing independence. These divergent interpretations prolonged adjustment and contrib-

uted to dissatisfaction (Korte et al. 2015). From an internal customer experience per-

spective, this illustrates how relational breakdowns can undermine both functional and 

emotional value. 

2.6.4 Structural, managerial, and digital constraints 
Although much onboarding research focuses on newcomer experiences, several studies 

indirectly reveal managerial and structural constraints that hinder onboarding quality. 

Korte et al. (2015) highlight how mismatched expectations complicate managers’ 

onboarding efforts, while Dong et al. (2022) detail the extensive supportive actions man-

agers perform alongside the proactive behaviour they expect from newcomers. To-

gether, these findings suggest that managers are central but highly burdened actors in 

onboarding, while also pointing to the relative lack of attention paid to managers’ own 

experiences as recipients of onboarding-related support. 

Structural clarity and standardised onboarding tools can partially mitigate these chal-

lenges. Structured onboarding instruments and role-specific guidance have been shown 

to reduce ambiguity around procedures and clarify expectations (Baker & DiPiro 2019), 

while onboarding handbooks centralise information and support newcomer integration 
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across organisational contexts (Godinho et al. 2023). In addition, empirical evidence in-

dicates that centralised accountability and coordinated onboarding delivery can benefit 

both managers and newcomers by reducing fragmentation in onboarding processes 

(Rahmah & Ginting 2025). However, overly compliance-oriented or fragmented pro-

grammes often prioritise administrative content at the expense of relational and cultural 

integration (Graybill et al. 2013). 

Digitalisation introduces additional barriers. Petrilli et al. (2022) show that digital onboard-

ing can generate information overload and uncertainty about organisational norms, par-

ticularly when opportunities for socialisation are limited, while Yarbrough and Salazar 

(2023) report that virtually onboarded employees frequently experience social isolation 

and disconnection from their teams, weakening their sense of belonging. Taken together, 

these findings indicate that technology alone cannot replace interpersonal dialogue and 

sensemaking. From an internal customer experience perspective, when onboarding be-

comes primarily informational, newcomers’ ability to interpret relationships and culture 

may diminish, contributing to perceptions of poor internal service quality. 

Overall, the literature suggests that onboarding effectiveness is best understood as the 

outcome of a coordinated internal service system rather than a single HR process. Ena-

blers such as clear communication, timely access, and relational support create condi-

tions for satisfaction, commitment, and embeddedness, while barriers such as frag-

mented delivery, digital isolation, and misaligned expectations undermine these out-

comes. In this sense, onboarding reflects the organisation’s broader capability to deliver 

coherent and value-creating services to its internal customers. 

2.7 Gaps in the literature 

Despite the breadth of research reviewed in this chapter, the literature reveals several 

gaps that limit current understanding of onboarding in complex organisational settings. 

These gaps concern how onboarding functions as an internal service, how managers 

experience onboarding-related support, and how experiential insights can be translated 

into service redesign. Identifying these gaps provides the basis for the present study’s 

research question and motivates the empirical examination of onboarding as a shared 

internal customer experience, grounded in prior onboarding and socialisation research 

(Table 2). 
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Table 2. Identified gaps in onboarding literature and how this study addresses them. 

Identified gap in prior 
literature 

Dominant focus in 
prior research 

Indicative refer-
ences 

How this study re-
sponds 

Focus on newcomers 
only 

Individual adjustment 
outcomes 

Bauer et al. 2007; 
Bauer & Erdogan 
2011; Klein & Polin 
2012 

Examines both new-
comers and managers 
as internal customers 

Limited service-sys-
tem perspective 

HR practices and so-
cialisation tactics 

Bauer & Erdogan 
2011; Klein & Polin 
2012; Korte et al. 
2015 

Conceptualises 
onboarding as a multi-
actor service 

Under-theorisation of 
coordination 

Manager behaviour 
treated in isolation 

Korte et al. 2015; 
Dong et al. 2022 

Analyses HR-IT-man-
ager coordination as a 
shaping mechanism 

Limited experiential 
integration 

Outcomes measured, 
experience implicit 

Bauer et al. 2007; 
Jeske & Olson 
2022 

Uses internal cus-
tomer perceived value 
to explain evaluation 

 

Despite extensive research on onboarding and organisational socialisation, several con-

ceptual and empirical gaps remain as described in Table 2. First, onboarding is rarely 

examined as an internal service process that generates value for multiple internal cus-

tomers. Existing studies predominantly examine onboarding as a set of HR-driven prac-

tices or socialisation tactics, focusing on programme content, timing, and outcomes (e.g. 

Bauer et al. 2007; Bauer & Erdogan 2011; Klein & Polin 2012, p. 268). As a result, limited 

attention is paid to how onboarding is experienced across interconnected service inter-

actions, or how internal service quality and coherence influence perceptions of onboard-

ing effectiveness. 

Second, managers are largely studied as agents who deliver onboarding, not as recipi-

ents of onboarding-related support. Research has extensively documented the role of 

managers in facilitating newcomer learning, feedback, and social integration (e.g. 

Jokisaari & Vuori 2014; Korte et al. 2015; Dong et al. 2022), yet managers’ experiences 

as recipients of onboarding-related services remain largely unexplored in the onboarding 

literature. This leaves a gap in understanding how managerial experiences of internal 

support functions, such as HR, IT, and training, shape their ability to onboard newcomers 

effectively. While some studies examine the onboarding of managers themselves, par-

ticularly at senior or executive levels (e.g. Dai et al. 2011; Williams & Heileman 2024), 

they pay limited attention to how managers experience onboarding systems designed to 

support their onboarding responsibilities. 

Third, while service design and service-dominant logic offer theoretically rich perspec-

tives on value co-creation, coordination, and experience design (e.g. Kimbell 2011; 
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Vargo & Lusch 2016; Stickdorn et al. 2018), empirical applications of these frameworks 

to onboarding remain scarce. Existing onboarding research seldom draws on service 

design tools or multilevel service frameworks to analyse how onboarding experiences 

emerge across organisational layers or how experiential insights can be systematically 

translated into service improvements. 

Finally, relatively few studies integrate newcomer and managerial perspectives within a 

single analytical framework. Much of the onboarding literature focuses primarily on new-

comers’ experiences and adjustment outcomes (Bauer et al. 2007; Jeske & Olson 2022), 

while studies that examine managerial perspectives tend to do so separately or focus on 

expectation misalignments rather than shared experience construction (Korte et al. 

2015). This separation can limit understanding of onboarding as a co-produced process 

shaped by interaction, coordination, and mutual expectations. 

Addressing these gaps positions the present study to contribute by exploring onboarding 

as a co-created internal service, examining both newcomer and managerial experiences, 

and identifying service design–oriented principles for improving onboarding quality and 

coherence. 

2.8 Integrating onboarding and internal service experience 

The literature reviewed in this chapter demonstrates that onboarding in large organisa-

tions is a multifaceted phenomenon that cannot be fully understood through a single 

theoretical perspective. Onboarding unfolds over time as a developmental process rather 

than a single event (Bauer et al. 2007; Bauer & Erdogan 2011), involves multiple organ-

isational actors such as managers, coworkers, and internal support functions (Bauer & 

Erdogan 2011; Jeske & Olson 2022), and is experienced differently by various partici-

pants depending on their role, expectations, and context (Jeske & Olson 2022). In the 

present study, onboarding is approached not only as a process of newcomer adjustment 

but also as a shared organisational service that places significant demands on managers 

and internal support functions. Capturing both the content of onboarding and the way it 

is delivered and experienced in practice therefore requires an integrative theoretical lens. 

Organisational socialisation theories provide a foundational understanding of onboarding 

by clarifying what new employees need in order to adjust successfully. Phase-based 

models of socialisation (Feldman 1981) and Bauer’s Four Cs framework (Bauer et al. 

2007) highlight the importance of role clarity, cultural understanding, and social integra-

tion during early employment. Socialisation Resources Theory further extends this view 

by emphasising the ongoing provision of informational, social, and emotional resources 
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that sustain adjustment and engagement beyond initial entry (Saks & Gruman 2018). 

Together, these perspectives identify the key resources that onboarding should provide 

to support both newcomers’ adjustment and managers’ ability to guide them. 

However, socialisation resources are accessed and interpreted through everyday organ-

isational interactions. Customer experience theory extends the onboarding literature by 

shifting attention from formal processes to lived experiences that emerge across multiple 

touchpoints (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). From this perspective, onboarding is shaped not 

only by what support is provided, but also by how consistently, predictably, and empa-

thetically it is delivered across the onboarding journey. This experiential view is particu-

larly relevant in complex organisational settings, where unclear responsibilities and in-

consistent coordination between managers and newcomers contribute to divergent 

onboarding experiences (Korte et al. 2015), and where fragmented onboarding pro-

cesses – especially in digital and hybrid contexts – further intensify variability in how 

onboarding is experienced (Petrilli et al. 2022). 

Conceptualising onboarding as an internal service further deepens this experiential per-

spective by foregrounding the organisational structures and internal exchanges through 

which onboarding support is delivered. Internal service quality research highlights that 

the reliability and responsiveness of internal services shape employees’ satisfaction and 

ability to perform their roles effectively (George 1990; Heskett et al. 1994; Sharma et al. 

2016), while the coordination and coherence of internal service provision influence em-

ployees’ overall experience and capacity to carry out their work efficiently across organ-

isational interfaces (Srivastava & Prakash 2019). For managers, who are expected to 

orchestrate onboarding activities while relying on HR, IT, and other internal actors, the 

quality of these internal services becomes a critical enabling condition. Poor internal ser-

vice quality can constrain managers’ capacity to support newcomers, even when 

onboarding expectations and responsibilities are clearly defined. 

In addition, service design theory provides a practical extension of the internal customer 

experience perspective by offering tools for translating experiential insights into organi-

sational improvement. Rather than prescribing specific onboarding practices, service de-

sign supports the identification of critical touchpoints, pain points, and coordination gaps 

across complex service journeys (Kimbell 2011; Stickdorn et al. 2018). In this study, ser-

vice design functions as a bridge between theory and practice, enabling the interpreta-

tion of empirical findings in a way that supports the (re)design of onboarding as a coher-

ent internal service. 
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To structure the empirical analysis of onboarding experiences, this thesis adopts the 

Internal Customer Perceived Value (ICPV) model proposed by Lo Iacono et al. (2024) 

as an integrative lens for interpreting how internal customers evaluate organisational 

services. Drawing on the PERVAL framework (Sweeney & Soutar 2001), ICPV concep-

tualises internal customer value as a multidimensional construct comprising functional, 

emotional, social, and monetary value, shaped by socio-structural resources, organisa-

tional rules, and relational exchanges within the workplace (Lo Iacono et al. 2024). While 

the full model includes monetary value, the present study focuses on functional, emo-

tional, and social value, as participants did not frame onboarding experiences in financial 

terms. 

Functional value concerns whether newcomers and managers have the resources, tools, 

information, and guidance required to perform effectively; emotional value captures af-

fective outcomes such as reassurance, confidence, and psychological safety; and social 

value reflects relational benefits such as belonging, trust, and supportive interaction with 

colleagues and supervisors (Sweeney & Soutar 2001; Lo Iacono et al. 2024). Applied to 

onboarding, this lens makes it possible to interpret enablers such as role clarity, timely 

system access, and feedback as value-creating mechanisms, and barriers such as frag-

mented delivery, inconsistent guidance, and weak relational support as value-reducing 

breakdowns that can generate functional frustration, emotional detachment, or social 

isolation. From this perspective, both newcomers and managers evaluate onboarding 

through the combined value created across these dimensions, shaping whether 

onboarding is experienced as enabling or burdensome during early employment. 

Figure 2 presents an integrative conceptual framework that synthesises organisational 

socialisation theory, internal service quality, internal customer perceived value, and ser-

vice design to conceptualise onboarding as a coordinated internal service. Consistent 

with socialisation research, onboarding is understood as a developmental process that 

unfolds over time and relies on the provision of informational, social, and emotional re-

sources to support adjustment (Feldman 1981; Bauer et al. 2007; Bauer & Erdogan 

2011; Saks & Gruman 2018). 
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Figure 2. An integrative framework linking onboarding structures, internal service 
delivery, internal customer experience, and onboarding outcomes. 

The framework (Figure 2) distinguishes between organisational onboarding structures 

and internal service delivery as upstream organisational conditions shaping onboarding. 

Organisational onboarding structures refer to the formal arrangements that define how 

onboarding is designed and governed, such as roles, responsibilities, milestones, and 

ownership, while internal service delivery captures how onboarding support is enacted 

in practice across multiple actors and organisational hand-offs (Bauer & Erdogan 2011; 

Korte et al. 2015). Together, these elements determine the availability and capacity of 

onboarding support, which is reflected in the provision of socialisation resources and the 

experienced performance of internal services. This distinction highlights that onboarding 

quality is not inherent in formal processes alone but emerges through everyday service 

interactions and coordination across the onboarding ecosystem, consistent with cus-

tomer experience and internal service quality perspectives (Lemon & Verhoef 2016; 

Sharma et al. 2016). 

The bottom half of the framework focuses on how onboarding support is experienced 

and evaluated by internal customers. Drawing on customer experience theory, onboard-

ing is conceptualised as a lived experience shaped by repeated interactions across 

touchpoints rather than as a single event (Korte et al. 2015; Lemon & Verhoef 2016; 

Jeske & Olson 2022). These experiences are interpreted through the ICPV dimensions 
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introduced above, capturing functional, emotional, and social value (Lo Iacono et al. 

2024). The value perceptions represent how both new employees and managers assess 

whether onboarding enables them to perform, feel confident, and integrate socially within 

the organisation. 

Onboarding outcomes are positioned as the result of these value perceptions and include 

adjustment- and performance-related consequences emphasised in the onboarding lit-

erature, such as operational readiness, confidence and self-efficacy, social integration, 

and early engagement (Feldman 1981; Bauer et al. 2007; Bauer & Erdogan 2011). Fi-

nally, the framework treats internal customer experiences and outcomes as inputs for 

service improvement rather than endpoints by incorporating a feedback loop that informs 

the (re)design of onboarding structures and internal service delivery (Kimbell 2011; Stick-

dorn et al. 2018). This integrative framework therefore provides the analytical foundation 

for the empirical chapters, enabling the findings to be interpreted as value perceptions 

shaped by multi-actor service delivery and to be translated into redesign-oriented im-

provement opportunities. 
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3. METHOD 

This chapter describes the methodological choices underpinning the study. It outlines 

the research design, philosophical positioning, case context, participant selection, data 

collection, and analytical approach. The chapter aims to demonstrate how the chosen 

methods align with the research objectives and theoretical framework presented in Chap-

ter 2, and how they support the exploration of onboarding as a shared internal customer 

experience in a complex organisational setting. 

3.1 Research design 

This study adopts an exploratory qualitative case study design, complemented by de-

scriptive elements. Exploratory research is particularly valuable when a phenomenon is 

not yet clearly understood, as it allows the researcher to clarify emerging concepts 

through flexible and adaptive inquiry (Saunders et al. 2016, pp. 174–175). This approach 

is well suited to examining the internal customer experience of onboarding in a complex 

organisational context, where both managers and new employees act as recipients of 

interconnected onboarding services. 

The study is grounded in an interpretivist research paradigm, which assumes that organ-

isational realities are socially constructed and that meanings are created through human 

interaction rather than existing as objective facts (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 140). From 

this perspective, onboarding cannot be understood solely through formal processes or 

predefined outcomes but must be examined through the meanings participants assign 

to their experiences. This aligns with the aim of the study to understand how managers 

and new employees interpret, evaluate, and make sense of onboarding in practice. 

Ontologically, the study adopts a constructivist stance, recognising that social phenom-

ena, such as what constitutes effective or problematic onboarding, are not fixed, but co-

created through interaction among organisational actors (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 130), 

including employees, managers, HR, and IT. This view is consistent with the interpretivist 

assumption that individuals may experience and interpret similar organisational situa-

tions in different ways, depending on their roles and contexts (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 

140). 

Epistemologically, the study follows a subjectivist orientation, which assumes that 

knowledge is generated through participants’ perceptions and interpretations of their ex-

periences rather than discovered as objective truth (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 130). In line 
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with this stance, the study seeks to understand onboarding by analysing how participants 

describe and reflect on their experiences, rather than by measuring predefined variables. 

Qualitative research is particularly appropriate for this purpose, as it enables the re-

searcher to access and interpret the socially constructed meanings embedded in partic-

ipants’ accounts (Saunders et al. 2016, pp. 168, 595). 

This philosophical positioning supports the use of a qualitative case study strategy. Case 

studies enable in-depth examination of phenomena within their real-life organisational 

contexts, particularly when the boundaries between the phenomenon and its context are 

blurred (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 190). They are well suited to generating rich, practice-

based insights into how onboarding expectations and experiences unfold across multiple 

internal customer groups (Saunders et al. 2016, pp. 185–186). 

Semi-structured interviews were selected as the primary data collection method, as they 

allow participants to articulate their experiences in their own terms while enabling the 

researcher to explore relevant themes in a consistent yet flexible manner (Saunders et 

al. 2016, p. 392). This method is appropriate when the research aim is to understand 

both what happens during onboarding and why it is experienced in particular ways. 

Consistent with the exploratory and interpretivist orientation of the study, the research 

follows a primarily inductive approach to theory development. Rather than testing prede-

fined hypotheses, the analysis focuses on identifying patterns and meanings emerging 

from the empirical material (Saunders et al. 2016, pp. 144–147). This approach supports 

the development of a nuanced understanding of onboarding as an internal service expe-

rience that is not yet extensively theorised in the organisational context. Table 3 summa-

rises the key research design choices outlined in this section and illustrates how they are 

aligned with the study’s objectives and philosophical positioning. 

  



42 
 

UNRESTRICTED 

Table 3. Methodological choices in this study, excluding those for data collection and 
analysis. 

Methodological choice This study Elaboration 

Research purpose Exploratory with de-
scriptive elements 

Chosen to explore onboarding as an inter-
nal customer experience in a complex or-
ganisational setting while systematically de-
scribing recurring patterns across partici-
pant accounts. 

Research paradigm Interpretivist Adopted to examine how managers and 
new employees interpret and make sense 
of onboarding experiences rather than to 
measure predefined outcomes. 

Ontological stance Constructivist Applied by treating onboarding realities as 
co-created through interactions among or-
ganisational actors and analysing variation 
in how similar situations were experienced. 

Epistemological 
stance 

Subjectivist Reflected in the reliance on participants’ 
narratives as the primary source of 
knowledge and in the interpretive nature of 
the analytical process. 

Research approach Primarily inductive Implemented by allowing codes, themes, 
and analytical perspectives to emerge from 
the data rather than being imposed a priori. 

Research strategy Qualitative case study Used to examine onboarding within its real-
life organisational context, where bounda-
ries between the phenomenon and its set-
ting are intertwined. 

Primary data collec-
tion method 

Semi-structured inter-
views 

Selected to support in-depth exploration of 
experiences while maintaining sufficient 
consistency across interviews. 

 

Overall, the research design ensures coherence across the study’s philosophical as-

sumptions, methodological choices, and research objectives, providing a robust founda-

tion for examining onboarding as a shared internal customer experience. 

3.2 Case organisation 

The study was conducted within a large, multinational organisation operating in Finland 

with approximately 17 000 employees globally. For confidentiality reasons, the organi-

sation remains anonymous throughout the thesis. The company employs several thou-

sand professionals across multiple functions and locations, and onboarding is supported 

by a range of internal actors and services, including HR, IT, and line management. 

This organisational context creates a multi-actor service delivery environment in which 

onboarding is not owned by a single function but emerges through the coordination of 

multiple internal services. Such complexity makes the organisation a suitable case for 
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examining onboarding as an internal customer experience rather than as a standalone 

HR process. The fragmented ownership and interdependence of onboarding activities 

underscore the relevance of a qualitative case-based approach for understanding how 

onboarding is experienced by different internal customer groups. 

3.3 Participants and sampling 

A total of 29 participants were interviewed for the study, comprising 15 managers and 14 

new employees. This composition reflects the study’s aim to examine onboarding as a 

shared internal customer experience by incorporating perspectives from both those re-

ceiving onboarding directly as new employees and those responsible for facilitating 

onboarding in managerial roles. 

The criteria for selecting suitable participants were defined by the researcher, while the 

practical identification and recruitment of eligible individuals were carried out in collabo-

ration with the case organisation. This approach enabled access to participants who 

were actively involved in recent onboarding processes while ensuring organisational 

confidentiality and feasibility. The following inclusion criteria were applied: 

- Managers whose new employees were located in Finland 

- New employees located in Finland 

- White-collar employees 

- Exclusion of trainees 

- Preferably individuals whose onboarding had begun within the previous 3–6 

months 

- Correspondingly, managers who had onboarded a new employee within the pre-

vious 3–6 months (although not all cases fully met this criterion) 

The inclusion criteria were designed to ensure analytical focus and comparability across 

participants. The use of purposive sampling is consistent with qualitative case study re-

search, where participants are selected based on their relevance to the research ques-

tions and their direct experience of the phenomenon under investigation rather than sta-

tistical representativeness (Saunders et al. 2016, pp. 295–297). Restricting the sample 

to employees located in Finland supported a shared organisational, legal, and cultural 

context for onboarding, while limiting participation to white-collar employees enabled a 

degree of comparability across roles and onboarding arrangements. Trainees were ex-

cluded because their onboarding structures, employment relationships, and expectations 
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differ from those associated with permanent roles, potentially introducing heterogeneity 

that was not aligned with the study’s analytical focus. 

Emphasising recent onboarding experiences further supported the collection of rich and 

credible qualitative data. Saunders et al. (2016, pp. 392–393) note that semi-structured 

interviews are particularly suited to exploring participants’ interpretations of experiences 

as they are understood at the time of data collection. Selecting participants whose 

onboarding had occurred in the recent past helped ensure that experiences were still 

salient and could be described in sufficient detail, while also allowing participants enough 

temporal distance to reflect on and make sense of their early integration into the organi-

sation. This approach aligns with an interpretivist research perspective, which recog-

nises that interview data capture participants’ meaning-making rather than an objective 

reconstruction of past events (Saunders et al. 2016, pp. 128–129, 204–205). 

The sampling approach can be characterised as purposive, as participants were selected 

based on their relevance to the research objectives and their direct involvement in 

onboarding processes (Saunders et al. 2016, pp. 295–297). At the same time, because 

the organisation assisted in identifying eligible participants, the sampling also reflects a 

pragmatic, organisation-guided dimension. This combination of purposive intent and 

practical access is consistent with qualitative case study research conducted in organi-

sational settings, where sampling is often shaped by gatekeeper involvement and con-

textual constraints (Saunders et al. 2016, pp. 272–274, 295–297). 

The final sample included participants from a variety of functions, organisational units, 

and tenure levels. This diversity supported the exploration of onboarding experiences 

across different contexts within the organisation and enabled the identification of both 

shared patterns and divergent experiences among managers and new employees. 

3.4 Data collection 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, which enabled the researcher 

to ensure comparability across participants while retaining flexibility to explore issues 

that emerged during the interviews. This method is well suited to exploratory qualitative 

research grounded in an interpretivist paradigm, as it supports the collection of rich, con-

textualised accounts of participants’ lived experiences while allowing follow-up questions 

to probe meanings, interpretations, and emotions associated with onboarding. 

Two separate interview guides were developed: one for new employees and one for 

managers. The use of two guides reflected the study’s conceptualisation of onboarding 
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as a shared internal service experience, in which different internal customer groups in-

teract with the same service system from distinct positions. Developing role-specific 

guides made it possible to capture these differing perspectives while maintaining a com-

mon thematic structure that enabled comparison across groups. The full interview guides 

are provided in Appendix A (new employees) and Appendix B (managers). 

The interview guides were developed in both English and Finnish. The language used in 

each interview was selected based on the interviewee’s preferred working language, 

ensuring that participants were able to express their experiences and reflections in the 

language they felt most comfortable using. All interviews were conducted by the re-

searcher, whose first language is Finnish, supporting fluent communication and nuanced 

understanding in interviews conducted in Finnish. 

The interview themes were derived from the theoretical framework presented in Chapter 

2. In particular, the guides were informed by organisational socialisation research, inter-

nal service quality literature, and customer experience and service design perspectives. 

Core themes addressed across both interview guides included expectations prior to 

onboarding, experiences of onboarding support and guidance, access to systems and 

information, interactions with managers, colleagues, and internal services, perceived 

challenges and breakdowns in the onboarding process, emotional responses to 

onboarding experiences, and opportunities for feedback and improvement. These 

themes were selected to elicit insights into both the functional and experiential dimen-

sions of onboarding, in line with the study’s focus on internal customer experience. 

More specifically, organisational socialisation literature informed questions related to role 

clarity, expectations, learning, and social integration during early employment (e.g. 

Bauer et al. 2007; Bauer & Erdogan 2011; Saks & Gruman 2018). Internal service quality 

and internal customer experience research guided questions focusing on interactions 

with HR, IT, and other internal support functions, as well as perceptions of reliability, 

responsiveness, and coordination across onboarding touchpoints (e.g. Sharma et al. 

2016; Srivastava & Prakash 2019). Customer experience and service design perspec-

tives shaped questions addressing the onboarding journey as a sequence of interactions, 

including emotional responses, perceived pain points, and opportunities for service im-

provement across stages of onboarding (e.g. Bitner et al. 2008; Patrício et al. 2011; 

Lemon & Verhoef 2016). Together, these perspectives ensured that the interview guides 

captured onboarding as a co-produced internal service encompassing functional, emo-

tional, and social value dimensions. 
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In addition to thematic alignment, the interview guides were deliberately structured to 

support recall, sensemaking, and reflection. Interviews began with background and con-

textual questions that were intentionally easy to answer, establishing conversational 

flow. From this point, participants were guided chronologically through the onboarding 

process, starting from pre-entry or early preparation and progressing through initial entry 

and early integration. This journey-oriented structure was designed to encourage partic-

ipants to “re-live” their onboarding experience in sequence, thereby supporting the emer-

gence of concrete memories, evaluations, and interpretations as the narrative unfolded. 

More abstract or reflective questions, such as those concerning emotional experiences, 

expectations, and perceived meaning of onboarding, were intentionally positioned to-

ward the end of the interviews. This sequencing allowed participants to ground these 

reflections in the specific experiences they had just described, rather than responding in 

abstract or general terms. The final interview question focused explicitly on opportunities 

for improvement, inviting participants to reflect holistically on the onboarding journey as 

a whole. This design choice supported integrative reflection and enabled participants to 

articulate insights that connected individual touchpoints to the overall experience of 

onboarding. 

While the thematic focus of the interviews was aligned across participant groups, the 

wording and emphasis of questions were adapted to reflect participants’ roles. New em-

ployees were asked to describe their onboarding journey from the point of receiving a 

job offer through their early months in the organisation, with attention to expectations, 

support received, emotional experiences, and perceived gaps. Managers were asked to 

reflect on their role in onboarding new employees, their interactions with internal support 

functions, the clarity of responsibilities and guidance they received, and how onboarding 

affected their managerial experience. This structure enabled the exploration of onboard-

ing as a co-produced service shaped by interactions between multiple organisational 

actors. 

The interview guides were refined iteratively during the data collection process, allowing 

minor adjustments to wording while preserving the core thematic structure. This ensured 

that the interviews remained responsive to emerging insights while maintaining con-

sistency across participants. 

All interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams between August and Novem-

ber 2025. Interview duration ranged from approximately 20 minutes to one hour, with an 

average duration of 31 minutes. Prior to each interview, participants received a privacy 

notice for scientific research outlining the purpose of the study, data handling practices, 
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and participants’ rights. With participants’ consent, all interviews were recorded and tran-

scribed using Microsoft Teams to support systematic qualitative analysis. 

The interview data were stored securely on an encrypted work laptop accessible only to 

the researcher. All identifiable information was removed during transcription to ensure 

participant anonymity and confidentiality. 

The thematic structure of the interview guides also informed the subsequent analytical 

process, supporting the development of cross-cutting analytical perspectives and cus-

tomer journey representations, as described in Section 3.5. 

3.5 Data analysis 

The interview data were analysed using a qualitative, coding-based analysis process 

that followed the thematic analysis approach outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) and 

was operationalised using the qualitative analysis guidance provided by Saunders et al. 

(2016). Braun and Clarke’s framework was used to guide the identification, development, 

and refinement of themes, while Saunders et al.’s process model informed the practical 

stages of familiarisation, coding, categorisation, and iterative interpretation. Microsoft 

Excel and Word were used to support the organisation and refinement of codes, catego-

ries, and themes throughout the analysis. 

The aim of the analysis was to develop an in-depth understanding of how onboarding is 

experienced by managers and new employees as an internal service, rather than to test 

predefined hypotheses. In line with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) reflexive approach to the-

matic analysis, themes were treated as interpretive constructs developed through active 

engagement with the data rather than as objective features passively extracted from 

transcripts. 

3.5.1 Analytical approach 
Consistent with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) approach to thematic analysis and Saunders 

et al.’s (2016) guidance on qualitative coding, the analysis followed a hybrid strategy 

combining inductive and deductive elements, with a primary emphasis on inductive in-

terpretation. An initial deductive structure was provided by the interview guides, which 

reflected the theoretical framework presented in Chapter 2 and included broad sensitis-

ing concepts related to onboarding expectations, service interactions, and perceived 

challenges. These concepts served as entry points for analysis rather than as fixed an-

alytical categories. 
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Most codes and themes emerged inductively from the data through close engagement 

with participants’ accounts. In line with this approach, the analysis also incorporated neg-

ative case attention by actively searching for accounts that contradicted emerging pat-

terns or dominant interpretations, helping to refine themes and avoid overgeneralisation. 

The approach was chosen to preserve sensitivity to participants’ lived experiences and 

to avoid forcing the data into predefined theoretical constructs. The hybrid strategy was 

therefore consistent with the exploratory and interpretivist orientation of the study, allow-

ing theoretical insights to inform, but not constrain, the analytical process. 

The analysis proceeded through the following iterative stages: 

1. Familiarisation: Listening to interview recordings and reviewing transcripts to gain 

an overall understanding of participants’ experiences and to note initial impres-

sions. 

2. Initial coding: Generating descriptive and interpretive codes to capture meaning-

ful segments of text related to onboarding experiences, interactions, and emo-

tions. 

3. Categorisation: Grouping related codes into broader categories to identify recur-

ring issues and shared patterns across interviews. 

4. Theme development: Identifying higher-level themes that captured central as-

pects of onboarding experiences across participant groups. 

5. Refinement: Reviewing and consolidating themes to ensure internal coherence, 

analytical clarity, and distinction between themes. 

To enhance transparency and traceability of the analytical process, Table 4 illustrates 

how individual interview statements were translated into analytical items through coding 

and categorisation. The table provides an example of how empirical material informed 

the development of analytical categories and themes. 
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Table 4. Example of coding and categorisation process. 

ID Empirical evi-
dence (inter-
viewee) 

Initial code / item Analytical cate-
gory 

Higher-level 
theme 

Employee 3 “My supervisor 
was always sup-
portive. And if he 
didn’t know the 
answer, he 
helped me find 
someone who 
did.” 

Supportive su-
pervisor 

Human support 
during onboard-
ing 

Human support 
as the core 
onboarding infra-
structure 

Employee 7 “Buddy concept 
was quite good… 
it worked be-
cause my team 
is dispersed.” 

Buddy as pri-
mary support 

Peer-based 
onboarding sup-
port 

Human support 
as the core 
onboarding infra-
structure 

Employee 11 “We had check-
ups after one 
month and three 
months, which 
helped me un-
derstand how I 
was doing.” 

Regular check-
ins 

Structured 
onboarding prac-
tices 

Structured 
onboarding is 
valued, but con-
strained by time 
and capacity 

Employee 14 “Too many new 
people joined at 
the same time, 
so resources 
couldn’t be allo-
cated evenly.” 

Capacity con-
straints 

Timing and re-
source pressure 

Structured 
onboarding is 
valued, but con-
strained by time 
and capacity 

Manager 4 “Onboarding is a 
really heavy ef-
fort… it’s not just 
one week, it lasts 
for months.” 

Onboarding 
workload 

Manager effort 
and responsibility 

Managers act as 
onboarding or-
chestrators un-
der time and 
workload pres-
sure 

 

To further clarify how analytical categories informed the structure of the findings and 

subsequent interpretation, Table 5 summarises the key interview analysis categories and 

indicates where they are utilised in the thesis. 
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Table 5. Interview analysis categories and their use in the thesis. 

Analytical category Description Utilised in 

Human onboarding sup-
port 

Interpersonal support provided by su-
pervisors, buddies, coworkers, and 
teams that facilitate learning, integra-
tion, and reassurance during 
onboarding. 

Findings: Sections 4.1, 
4.4, 4.7, and 4.8 

Discussion: Sections 5.1, 
5.2.2, 5.2.3, and 5.4.3 

Structured onboarding 
practices 

Formal and informal onboarding 
structures, such as checklists, staged 
activities, and scheduled check-ins, 
that guide onboarding over time 

Findings: Sections 4.1, 
4.3, 4.6, and 4.8 

Discussion: Sections 
5.2.1 and 5.4.1 

Timing and resource 
constraints 

Capacity-related pressures, including 
workload, overlapping onboarding 
periods, holidays, and limited availa-
bility of key actors, that affect 
onboarding delivery. 

Findings: Sections 4.3, 
4.4, 4.5, and 4.7 

Discussion: Sections 5.1, 
5.2.2, and 5.2.3 

Operational readiness 
and access 

Availability and timeliness of sys-
tems, tools, equipment, and access 
rights required for early task perfor-
mance and productivity. 

Findings: Sections 4.1, 
4.3, 4.5, 4.6, 4.7, and 4.8 

Discussion: Sections 5.1 
and 5.2.3 

Knowledge availability 
and findability 

Accessibility, clarity, and organisation 
of onboarding-related information 
and learning materials across sys-
tems and channels. 

Findings: Sections 4.1, 
4.3, 4.6, and 4.8 

Discussion: Sections 5.1 
and 5.2.3 

Managerial onboarding 
effort 

Effort, responsibility, and coordina-
tion work undertaken by managers to 
enable onboarding, including com-
pensating for gaps in internal ser-
vices. 

Findings: Sections 4.1, 
4.3, 4.6, and 4.8 

Discussion: Sections 5.1, 
5.2.2, and 5.4.2 

Internal service coordi-
nation 

Alignment and hand-offs between 
HR, IT, managers, and teams in de-
livering onboarding support as an in-
ternal service. 

Findings: Sections 4.1, 
4.3, 4.6, and 4.8 

Discussion: Sections 5.1, 
5.2.3, and 5.2.4 

Emotional and relational 
experience 

Feelings of confidence, uncertainty, 
stress, welcome, and belonging ex-
perienced by new employees and 
managers during onboarding. 

Findings: Sections 4.4, 
4.5, and 4.8 

Discussion: Sections 5.1, 
5.2.2, and 5.2.3 

Feedback and learning 
mechanisms 

Formal and informal mechanisms 
through which onboarding experi-
ences are captured, reflected upon, 
and used for improvement. 

Findings: Sections 4.6 
and 4.8 

Discussion: Sections 
5.2.4 and 5.4 

 

Together, the tables illustrate how the qualitative analysis progressed from individual 

interview statements to analytical categories and, ultimately, to the structured presenta-

tion of findings. By making the coding logic and use of analytical categories explicit, they 

enhance the transparency and traceability of the analytical process. While the tables are 

presented here in an illustrative form, their content was refined iteratively as the analysis 
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progressed and was finalised in conjunction with the development of the findings chap-

ter. This structured analytical foundation informed the subsequent organisation of results 

into broader analytical perspectives, which are described in the following section. 

3.5.2 Development of analytical perspectives 
Following the initial thematic analysis, the findings were organised into six higher-order 

analytical perspectives that structured how onboarding experiences were examined in 

the findings chapter. Rather than treating onboarding as a single process or a set of 

discrete activities, this approach reflects the study’s conceptualisation of onboarding as 

a multifaceted internal service experience, shaped by organisational structures, interper-

sonal interactions, and employees’ perceptions of value created through these interac-

tions (Lemon & Verhoef 2016; Sharma et al. 2016). 

The analytical perspectives were not predetermined prior to analysis but were developed 

through an abductive analytical process (Dubois & Gadde 2002). In this process, empir-

ical patterns identified in the interview data were iteratively interpreted in relation to the 

theoretical framework presented in Chapter 2. Specifically, recurring themes were ex-

amined through three complementary conceptual lenses. 

First, organisational socialisation theory was used to interpret how newcomers and man-

agers described access to information, feedback, role clarity, and social support as re-

sources shaping adjustment over time (Bauer et al. 2007; Bauer & Erdogan 2011; Saks 

& Gruman 2018). This lens helped situate onboarding experiences within established 

models of newcomer adjustment and socialisation processes. 

Second, internal service quality and internal service perspectives informed the analysis 

of how onboarding was organised and delivered across multiple organisational actors. 

Drawing on internal marketing and internal service quality research, this lens directed 

attention to issues of coordination, reliability, and coherence across onboarding touch-

points, as well as how breakdowns in internal service delivery affected experience quality 

for both newcomers and managers (Sharma et al. 2016; Prakash & Srivastava 2019). 

Third, the Internal Customer Perceived Value (Lo Iacono et al. 2024) framework provided 

an interpretive lens for understanding how participants evaluated their onboarding expe-

riences in terms of perceived value. Building on the PERVAL framework (Sweeney & 

Soutar 2001), ICPV conceptualises internal customer value as comprising functional, 

emotional, social, and monetary dimensions (Lo Iacono et al. 2024). In this study, the 

analysis focused on the functional, emotional, and social dimensions of ICPV, as mone-

tary value was not salient in participants’ accounts of onboarding. 



52 
 

UNRESTRICTED 

Through this process, recurring themes were clustered into higher-order analytical per-

spectives that captured distinct but interrelated aspects of onboarding experiences. 

These perspectives included, for example, structural coherence and fragmentation, ac-

cess to systems and job resources, relational support and interaction, emotional re-

sponses to onboarding, managerial constraints in delivering onboarding support, and 

opportunities for feedback and continuous improvement. While analytically separable, 

these perspectives were closely connected in practice and often shaped one another 

within participants’ lived experiences. 

Organising the findings through these analytical perspectives enabled a coherent and 

integrative presentation of results while avoiding fragmentation across isolated themes. 

Importantly, this structure also supported systematic comparison between manager and 

newcomer experiences, by highlighting where perceptions converged or diverged across 

the same analytical dimensions. In this way, the analytical framework reflected both the 

complexity of onboarding as an internal service and the multi-theoretical perspective un-

derpinning the study. 

3.5.3 Purpose of customer journey maps 
In addition to thematic analysis, customer journey mapping was used as an analytical 

and interpretive tool to visualise onboarding experiences across time. Journey mapping 

has been widely used in customer experience and service design research to examine 

how experiences unfold across multiple touchpoints and interactions rather than as iso-

lated events (Bitner et al. 2008; Lemon & Verhoef 2016). In this study, journey maps 

were developed to represent key stages of onboarding, from pre-entry to early integra-

tion, and to illustrate how interactions with internal services and organisational actors 

shaped participants’ experiences over time. 

Elements were included in the journey maps based on three criteria. First, experiences 

that were frequently mentioned across interviews were prioritised. Second, experiences 

described as emotionally salient, such as moments of stress, relief, uncertainty, or con-

fidence, were included even when mentioned by fewer participants. Third, experiences 

that reflected critical touchpoints in the onboarding process, such as system access, first-

day coordination, or early feedback, were selected due to their relevance for onboarding 

outcomes. 

Emotions included in the journey maps were derived from participants’ explicit emotional 

expressions as well as from contextual descriptions indicating affective responses. 

These emotions were not intended to provide exhaustive emotional profiles but to illus-

trate how functional and relational aspects of onboarding translated into experiential 
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value or frustration at different stages of the journey, consistent with customer experi-

ence perspectives that emphasise emotional and sensemaking dimensions of service 

interactions (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). 

The use of journey mapping supported the study’s service design perspective by ena-

bling the integration of structural, relational, and emotional insights into a coherent rep-

resentation of onboarding as an internal service experience. This approach also facili-

tated the identification of recurring pain points and opportunities for service improvement, 

which informed the discussion and design-oriented implications presented in later chap-

ters. 

3.6 Ethical considerations 

Ethical considerations were addressed throughout the research process in accordance 

with established guidelines for qualitative case study research. Prior to participation, all 

interviewees received a privacy notice describing the purpose of the study, how their 

data would be used, and their rights regarding participation. Participation was voluntary, 

and participants were informed that they could withdraw at any time without conse-

quences. With participants’ consent, interviews were recorded and transcribed for ana-

lytical purposes. These procedures align with Saunders et al.’s (2016, pp. 226-229) dis-

cussion of informed consent, voluntary participation, and ethical responsibility in organi-

sational research. 

To protect confidentiality, interview recordings and transcripts were stored securely on 

an encrypted work laptop accessible only to the researcher. No identifying information is 

presented in this thesis, and the case organisation remains fully anonymous. Findings 

are reported in a manner that prevents the identification of individual participants or spe-

cific organisational units. Quotations are anonymised and presented without contextual 

details that could reveal personal identities or organisational affiliations, in line with ethi-

cal guidance for protecting participants and organisations in qualitative research (Saun-

ders et al. 2016, pp. 228-229). 

Given that the researcher conducted the study within their own organisation, particular 

attention was paid to ethical reflexivity and researcher positionality. Saunders et al. 

(2016, pp. 388-389) note that insider research offers advantages in terms of access and 

contextual understanding, but also requires reflexive awareness to manage familiarity, 

assumptions, and potential power dynamics associated with organisational status. In this 

study, these risks were mitigated by clearly communicating the voluntary nature of par-
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ticipation, emphasising confidentiality, and ensuring that interviews focused on partici-

pants’ own experiences rather than organisational evaluations. During analysis, reflexive 

awareness was maintained by actively reflecting on how the researcher’s organisational 

familiarity and prior assumptions might influence interpretation, and by grounding ana-

lytical claims in participants’ own accounts rather than personal experience (Saunders 

et al. 2016, pp. 388-389, 426-427). 

In line with Saunders et al.’s (2016, pp. 204-205, 426-427) discussion of research quality 

in qualitative studies, this study prioritised credibility, transparency, and reflexivity rather 

than statistical generalisability. Credibility was supported through the use of semi-struc-

tured interviews, which enable in-depth exploration of participants’ meanings and expe-

riences (Saunders et al. 2016, pp. 392-393). Transparency was ensured by providing 

detailed descriptions of the research design, data collection, and analysis procedures, 

allowing readers to assess the dependability of the research process (Saunders et al. 

2016, pp. 426-427). While the study is limited to a single organisational context, it aims 

for analytical transferability by offering theoretically informed insights that may be appli-

cable to similar organisational settings rather than statistical generalisation (Saunders et 

al. 2016, pp. 204-205). 

Overall, ethical principles relating to informed consent, confidentiality, voluntary partici-

pation, and responsible data handling were integrated throughout the research process. 

Combined with reflexive consideration of the researcher’s insider role and transparent 

methodological reporting, these measures support the trustworthiness and integrity of 

the study. Together, the methodological choices described in this chapter provide a rig-

orous and coherent foundation for the empirical analysis presented in the following chap-

ter. 
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4. FINDINGS 

This chapter presents the empirical findings of the study. Onboarding is examined as an 

internal service delivered and experienced by multiple internal customers – new employ-

ees and managers – whose roles, expectations, and needs differ but intersect throughout 

the onboarding journey. Presenting the findings from both groups is essential because 

they co-produce onboarding: new employees rely on managers for guidance and inter-

action, while managers depend on HR, IT, and other internal stakeholders to fulfil 

onboarding responsibilities. Their perspectives collectively shape how the onboarding 

service is experienced, where it succeeds, and where gaps emerge. 

To capture this multidimensional internal customer experience, the findings are organ-

ised into six interrelated areas. The chapter begins by describing how onboarding cur-

rently unfolds in the case organisation and by outlining the expectations that new em-

ployees and managers brought into the process. It then examines onboarding experi-

ences through three interrelated dimensions – functional, relational, and emotional – 

highlighting how these dimensions intersect across the onboarding journey. Next, the 

analysis turns to managers’ dual role and the coordination challenges that arise when 

onboarding is enacted as a shared service across multiple internal actors. The chapter 

then draws together cross-cutting patterns that integrate insights across groups and ex-

perience dimensions and concludes by presenting customer journey maps that visualise 

how onboarding unfolded over time for new employees and managers. 

4.1 The current onboarding process in the case organisation 

Onboarding in the case organisation unfolds as a multi-stage process involving several 

internal actors and services rather than a single, centrally coordinated programme. While 

certain elements are formally defined, the overall onboarding experience emerges 

through the interaction of HR-led procedures, IT provisioning, managerial actions, and 

team-level practices. As a result, onboarding follows a broadly shared structure, but its 

execution varies across roles, teams, and individuals. 

The onboarding process typically begins once a job offer has been accepted and the 

employment contract signed. At this stage, responsibility for onboarding-related activities 

is distributed across HR, IT, and line managers. HR initiates the process by triggering 

standardised administrative workflows, such as contract documentation, compliance-re-

lated tasks, and access to general onboarding materials. Communication during this pre-
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onboarding phase primarily takes place through automated or semi-automated channels, 

including emails and online portals. In some cases, managers also reach out to new 

employees prior to their start date, although the timing, content, and consistency of this 

communication vary across teams. Some newcomers described receiving a clear 

agenda and practical instructions in advance, whereas others reported needing to clarify 

basic logistics themselves. 

“He sent me the agenda – where to meet, what time, and what we were going to do… 

meeting in the lobby, collecting the badge, collecting devices – everything was men-

tioned.” (Employee 8) 

“Nobody told me where I should go and what time… I had to do a bit of digging myself.” 

(Employee 5) 

Preparations for the first working day involve multiple parallel activities. Managers are 

typically responsible for requesting IT access, ordering equipment, and coordinating ini-

tial tasks for the new employee, often using checklists or guidance provided by HR. IT 

services, in turn, handle the provisioning of devices, system access, and user creden-

tials. These activities are interdependent, but coordination between actors is largely task-

based rather than centrally orchestrated, meaning that progress depends on timely com-

pletion of each individual step. Managers described beginning onboarding preparations 

by planning the initial period, assigning a buddy where possible, and initiating required 

requests for devices and access rights. In this context, a buddy refers to an experienced 

colleague assigned to support the newcomer’s informal orientation by providing day-to-

day guidance, answering practical questions, and facilitating early social integration 

within the team. 

“I usually started working on an onboarding plan… finding somebody who can be a 

buddy… starting the onboarding checklist… opening requests like laptop and phone… 

and initial role access rights.” (Manager 11) 

The first working day usually includes an introductory meeting with the manager and, 

where applicable, the team. This may take place on-site, remotely, or in a hybrid format. 

New employees often receive their laptop, access credentials, and basic orientation on 

this day, although the readiness of equipment and system access can vary. Some teams 

provide a structured agenda for the first day, while others adopt a more informal ap-

proach. New employees described first days ranging from guided introductions and office 

orientation to experiences dominated by reading policies and attempting to locate infor-

mation in internal resources. 
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“He introduced everything clearly and took me around the office to meet different people.” 

(Employee 8) 

“It was confusing and… dull, because it was mostly just getting familiar with directives 

and legal topics… and searching for them in the handbook.” (Employee 7) 

During the first week, onboarding activities focus on enabling the new employee to begin 

performing basic tasks. This includes gaining access to required systems, completing 

mandatory e-learning modules, and starting role-specific learning. In some cases, a 

buddy or peer is assigned to support the newcomer with practical questions and informal 

guidance. The existence, clarity, and scope of the buddy role vary across teams, and 

responsibility for managing this support typically rests with the line manager rather than 

HR. Where buddy support and team involvement were active, newcomers described be-

ing pulled into the work environment and supported in navigating the organisation. 

“The support from colleagues was the most beneficial… I wasn’t taken to a corner and 

left alone for days or weeks.” (Employee 7) 

As onboarding progresses into the first month, interaction patterns begin to stabilise. 

Managers conduct regular or semi-regular check-ins with new employees, although the 

frequency and formality of these discussions differ between teams. Responsibilities are 

gradually increased as new employees become more familiar with their role and organi-

sational practices. Learning during this phase is largely experiential, supported by infor-

mal feedback, peer interaction, and on-the-job guidance rather than structured training 

programmes. Some participants described scheduled follow-ups and development-ori-

ented conversations, while others described onboarding fading into normal work without 

clear milestones. 

“There was a follow-up… we continued to discuss where I would like to improve… I really 

liked that kind of conversation.” (Employee 8) 

Beyond the first month, onboarding becomes less clearly demarcated as a distinct pro-

cess. New employees continue to integrate into their teams, take on more complex tasks, 

and participate in performance-related discussions. However, there is no uniformly de-

fined endpoint for onboarding, and follow-up practices differ across organisational units. 

Managers described onboarding as continuing through a long tail of questions and sup-

port, particularly in complex roles or where access and enablement issues persisted. 

“Onboarding was a very heavy effort… it didn’t end after two weeks… questions came 

for months.” (Manager 12) 
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Interview data also indicate that onboarding responsibilities may be enacted differently 

when a newcomer enters the organisation at a senior leadership level. In these cases, 

onboarding is not always facilitated by the newcomer’s direct manager. Instead, respon-

sibility may shift to a peer-level leader or, in some instances, to an individual at a lower 

organisational level who possesses more detailed operational or contextual knowledge 

relevant to the role. This reflects variation in how onboarding responsibilities are allo-

cated across hierarchical levels, depending on the newcomer’s position and the type of 

expertise required at different stages of the onboarding process. 

From the managerial perspective, onboarding involves a parallel process of preparation, 

coordination, and follow-up. Managers act as facilitators of onboarding by welcoming 

new employees, assigning tasks, providing guidance, and monitoring progress, while 

simultaneously relying on HR and IT services to deliver the necessary administrative and 

technical support. This dual role means that managers’ onboarding-related work extends 

across the entire onboarding period, from pre-entry preparations to longer-term integra-

tion activities. Managers often described that onboarding is only feasible when respon-

sibilities are shared within the team, with colleagues supporting task-specific learning 

while the manager coordinates the overall onboarding. 

“It required a lot of resources and commitment… it was essential that I could share 

onboarding inside the team. With my own workload, I couldn’t have done it alone.” (Man-

ager 7) 

Overall, onboarding in the case organisation can be characterised as a staged but 

loosely coordinated process. While common elements and timelines exist, the actual 

onboarding experience is shaped by how responsibilities are enacted across HR, IT, 

managers, and teams, as well as by variations related to role level, workload, and organ-

isational context. This process description provides the foundation for examining how 

onboarding is experienced by new employees and managers in practice, which is ex-

plored in the following sections. 

4.2 Internal customer expectations of onboarding 

This section describes how new employees and managers articulated their expectations 

prior to the onboarding process. These expectations formed the baseline against which 

subsequent onboarding experiences were evaluated. Although expectations varied 

across individuals and roles, the interview data reveal several recurring patterns that 

were shared across internal customer groups, albeit framed differently by new employ-

ees and managers. 
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New employees entered the organisation with expectations that onboarding would ena-

ble an effective and manageable start, particularly during the early stages. Ten new em-

ployees described expecting onboarding to reduce uncertainty by providing sufficient 

guidance at the beginning of employment. These expectations included assumptions 

that essential logistical arrangements, such as equipment, system access, and introduc-

tory sessions, would be prepared in advance, allowing them to focus on learning their 

role rather than resolving practical issues. Underlying these expectations was an as-

sumption that onboarding would signal organisational preparedness and support. 

“It didn’t fully match my expectations… it required a more detailed and structured way to 

onboard me.” (Employee 8) 

“On the first day I didn’t really know what would happen… I was a bit nervous.” (Em-

ployee 6) 

Managers articulated expectations regarding structure and preparedness from a different 

vantage point. Most managers expected onboarding to be supported by reliable organi-

sational processes and timely internal services, particularly from HR and IT. While man-

agers generally accepted responsibility for role-specific onboarding activities, they ex-

pected foundational elements, such as access rights, equipment, and standard proce-

dures, to function smoothly so that they could focus on welcoming, integrating, and sup-

porting new hires. Managers also described expecting onboarding-related coordination 

to be manageable and responsibilities across internal actors to be sufficiently clear. 

“The instructions were quite lightweight… we didn’t have a role-based onboarding jour-

ney… it would have been great to have one.” (Manager 13) 

“I would have expected more guidance… but now I realised the self-service system 

worked.” (Manager 10) 

Expectations related to early enablement and role clarity were also evident. Nine new 

employees described expecting onboarding to help them understand their tasks, respon-

sibilities, and ways of working, as well as how their role connected to the team and the 

wider organisation. Early opportunities to contribute meaningfully were described as im-

portant indicators that onboarding was progressing as expected. From the managerial 

perspective, more than half of the managers described expecting onboarding processes 

and internal services to enable early task allocation by ensuring timely access to systems 

and information. 

“I couldn’t get all the necessary access… I was responsible for an important report, and 

everyone relied on me, so I also got pressure from others.” (Employee 8) 
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Social integration and interpersonal support featured prominently in newcomers’ expec-

tations. Nearly all new employees described expecting onboarding to include opportuni-

ties to connect with colleagues, understand informal practices, and develop a sense of 

belonging within the team. Feeling welcomed and included was central to how onboard-

ing success was evaluated. Managers also expected onboarding to support social inte-

gration, but viewed this as a shared responsibility between themselves, the team, and 

the organisation, particularly in hybrid or remote contexts. 

Taken together, the interview data indicate that both new employees and managers en-

tered onboarding with expectations that it would reduce uncertainty, enable early contri-

bution, and support social integration through structured, coordinated, and supportive 

practices. While these expectations were articulated differently depending on partici-

pants’ roles, they reflected a shared assumption that onboarding would function as a 

coherent internal service rather than as a collection of disconnected activities. 

4.3 Functional experience 

The functional experience of onboarding reflects how effectively the practical and oper-

ational elements of the onboarding service supported new employees and managers. 

This includes the clarity of onboarding structures, the availability and accessibility of in-

formation, system readiness, and the coordination of internal services. Across inter-

views, onboarding was described as formally defined in parts but experienced as uneven 

in practice, with functional readiness shaping whether onboarding enabled early work or 

required ongoing problem-solving. 

Both new employees and managers described the absence of a clearly articulated struc-

ture that would guide onboarding from pre-entry through early integration. More than half 

of the managers described receiving general onboarding checklists from HR, which they 

perceived as useful for administrative and compliance-related tasks but insufficient for 

supporting role-specific onboarding. As a result, managers frequently adapted existing 

materials or created local onboarding plans to address role and team-specific needs. 

“HR sends instructions, but they are very general – order access rights, order a com-

puter.” (Manager 14) 

“We had a shared Excel… the person could follow what we had done and what was still 

coming.” (Manager 7) 

From the perspective of new employees, limited structure was particularly visible during 

pre-onboarding and early entry. More than half of the newcomers described entering the 

organisation without a clear understanding of what would happen during their first day or 
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initial week, including uncertainty about schedules, meetings, and practical arrange-

ments. 

“The beginning was a bit confusing; it wasn’t clear what would happen on the first day.” 

(Employee 10) 

“Nobody told me where I should go and what time… I had to do a bit of digging myself.” 

(Employee 5) 

Information related to onboarding was described as dispersed across multiple systems 

and platforms. Most new employees and more than half of the managers described 

needing to search across intranet pages, tools, and informal channels to locate relevant 

information. New employees described this fragmentation as contributing to uncertainty 

and delayed integration, while managers described it as increasing the effort required to 

assemble onboarding guidance and respond to newcomer questions. 

“I had to build my own link tree to find all the necessary information… maybe it would be 

handy to have a place for new employees to find useful sites and information.” (Employee 

14) 

Pre-onboarding communication practices varied considerably across teams. Some new-

comers reported receiving clear instructions and early contact from their managers prior 

to their start date, which helped set expectations and reduce uncertainty. Others de-

scribed receiving only minimal or automated communication and needing to actively seek 

clarification. 

“I would have hoped my colleagues would have contacted me before I started… on the 

first day I didn’t know what to expect. I actually contacted them the day before to ask 

when they would arrive.” (Employee 14) 

“I was in touch and agreed on practical matters – where to come, when, and what will 

happen on the first morning.” (Manager 8) 

Operational bottlenecks related to IT provisioning emerged as the most consistently re-

ported functional challenge. Eight new employees explicitly described missing access 

rights, delayed equipment, or unavailable systems as barriers to early productivity. 

“…everything was ordered, but nothing arrived on time during the first two weeks. I 

worked with spare equipment from the Service Desk.” (Employee 1) 

“I was missing access rights to one system – actually two… it slowed onboarding… we 

had to do things using the trainers’ computers and accounts.” (Employee 3) 
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From the manager perspective, more than half of the managers described IT provisioning 

as administratively burdensome and prone to delays. Managers described the process 

of requesting access as fragmented, requiring repeated ticketing and follow-up, and cre-

ating uncertainty about whether enabling elements would be delivered on time. 

“I have to request all the different access rights individually, add them to the cart, and 

order them.” (Manager 12) 

“SAP access rights weren’t ready on time… there’s room for improvement in how ready 

they are.” (Manager 3) 

A contrasting pattern emerged in accounts where functional readiness worked smoothly. 

When devices and access were ready at the start, newcomers described being able to 

focus on learning and early tasks rather than troubleshooting. These experiences func-

tioned as concrete indicators that the onboarding service was working as expected. 

“My laptop was ready… everything was in place.” (Employee 12) 

Managers also characterised onboarding as time-intensive functional work that extended 

well beyond the first days. In the manager dataset, 11 out of 15 managers explicitly de-

scribed capacity constraints, workload pressure, or competing priorities as shaping how 

onboarding could be delivered. New employees were attentive to managerial capacity 

and described how resource shortages and competing priorities shaped the guidance 

available to them. 

“Onboarding is a heavy workload; it doesn’t end after the first introduction.” (Manager 

12) 

“We have quite a resource shortage, so most of the problems I brought up are known to 

everyone. … There’s not much that can be done, there just aren’t enough hands.” (Em-

ployee 9) 

Overall, the functional experience of onboarding was shaped not only by formal process 

elements, but by whether operational readiness, information accessibility, and internal 

service coordination aligned in practice. When these elements worked, onboarding ena-

bled early contribution and reduced uncertainty. When they failed, onboarding became 

fragmented, slow to become productive, and dependent on individual problem-solving. 

4.4 Relational experience 

Beyond functional processes, relational interactions played a central role in shaping how 

onboarding was experienced by both new employees and managers. The availability of 
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managers, the presence and clarity of buddy support, and opportunities for social inte-

gration influenced how newcomers interpreted their early experiences and how manag-

ers perceived their ability to support integration. Across interviews, relational dynamics 

were described as either compensating for functional gaps or amplifying their impact. 

Early interaction with managers emerged as a particularly important element of the rela-

tional experience. Nearly all new employees emphasised the importance of regular con-

tact, guidance, and a sense of managerial accessibility during the early stages. Positive 

experiences were characterised by supportive and responsive managers who helped 

newcomers navigate both practical and role-related questions. In contrast, four newcom-

ers described challenges arising when task-level guidance was difficult to obtain because 

key colleagues were unavailable or overloaded. 

“My supervisor was always the first one I thought of… he was always supportive… if he 

didn’t know, he helped me find others.” (Employee 8) 

“Nobody could really guide me on the real task… other team members were super busy 

as well.” (Employee 8) 

Managers themselves recognised their central role in shaping newcomers’ relational ex-

periences. Ten managers described onboarding as requiring time, presence, and re-

sponsiveness, while also noting that competing priorities constrained their availability. 

Nine managers emphasised the importance of sharing onboarding responsibilities 

across the team to make relational support feasible. 

“It required a lot of resources and commitment… it was essential that I could share 

onboarding inside the team… with my own workload I couldn’t have done it alone.” (Man-

ager 7) 

The buddy system played a significant role in shaping newcomers’ early relational expe-

riences, but its implementation differed considerably. 13 new employees described 

buddy or peer support as a key source of guidance and inclusion, helping them find 

relevant contacts, understand ways of working, and feel part of the team. At the same 

time, around half of the newcomers described the buddy role as informal or distributed 

across the team rather than clearly defined. 

“My buddy was amazing – she answered all my questions and made me feel welcome.” 

(Employee 8) 

“Not really. We have a pretty small team, so it’s been kind of the whole team.” (Employee 

9) 
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“I don’t think it was directly stated, but I had a teammate in Tampere who was involved 

in the onboarding and said they were kind of my buddy.” (Employee 3) 

Managers generally viewed the buddy role as valuable because it supported day-to-day 

guidance and reduced the managerial workload associated with onboarding. 11 out of 

15 managers described buddy support as an important complement to their own role. 

However, one of the managers described ambiguity regarding what the buddy role 

should include and where responsibilities begin and end, indicating that relational sup-

port was not consistently governed through clear role expectations. 

“Is the buddy’s role just to be the first point of contact, or do they have real responsibility? 

That’s not clear to me.” (Manager 14) 

“It wasn’t clear to me whether things like emergency exits and safety were the manager’s 

responsibility or the buddy’s… what responsibilities and obligations the buddy actually 

had wasn’t clear.” (Manager 14) 

Opportunities for social integration extended beyond individual support roles to the 

broader work environment. 11 out of 14 new employees highlighted informal networks, 

everyday questions, and the ability to observe how colleagues interacted as important to 

building confidence and belonging. Hybrid and remote work arrangements were de-

scribed as shaping the availability of informal interaction, often requiring more deliberate 

orchestration. Where physical proximity and co-location were available, newcomers de-

scribed being able to ask questions more easily and compensate for gaps in formal 

onboarding. Where managers were in different locations or time zones, three newcomers 

described relying heavily on a buddy or specific teammate as their main anchor. 

“Luckily, I’m at the office and so are the people next to me, so I could easily ask them 

questions, especially my manager and colleagues.” (Employee 5) 

“My manager is in America, so he supported me, but he was not physically here, and 

we’re in different time zones… The biggest influence was my buddy, the only teammate 

I had when I started, and we met face-to-face in Espoo.” (Employee 14) 

Overall, the relational experience of onboarding was shaped by the consistency and clar-

ity of interpersonal support. Manager availability, buddy engagement, and opportunities 

for social interaction interacted with functional onboarding elements, influencing whether 

onboarding felt supportive and confidence-building or isolating and effortful. 
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4.5 Emotional experience 

In addition to functional and relational elements, onboarding was experienced as an 

emotionally salient period for both new employees and managers. Feelings of security, 

confidence, uncertainty, frustration, and vulnerability emerged in response to how 

onboarding processes and interactions unfolded during the early stages of employment. 

These emotional responses developed dynamically, shaped by both day-to-day experi-

ences and a small number of particularly influential moments. 

Ten new employees described emotional uncertainty during the early days of employ-

ment, particularly when information was limited or when delays prevented them from 

engaging in meaningful tasks. Newcomers reported nervousness linked to ambiguity 

around expectations and practical arrangements, as well as pressure when early work 

responsibilities existed but enabling access was missing. For these participants, the ab-

sence of clear guidance and operational readiness intensified feelings of vulnerability 

and self-doubt. 

“I didn’t know what to expect on my first day, I was a bit anxious.” (Employee 5) 

“I was nervous on the first day… I didn’t know what would happen.” (Employee 6) 

“I was responsible for an important report… I got pressure from others as well.” (Em-

ployee 8) 

The emotional experience of onboarding was strongly influenced by early clarity, a sense 

of being welcomed, and the availability of support. When information, access, and guid-

ance were readily available, eight newcomers described feeling more confident and se-

cure in their role. Positive early experiences were characterised by calm pacing and re-

assurance that the organisation and team were prepared for the newcomer’s arrival. 

These experiences were also described as shaping motivation and overall perceptions 

of the onboarding period. 

“It was the best start I’ve ever experienced… there was no pressure to learn too quickly… 

things progressed calmly.” (Employee 14) 

“I’d give it five out of five… he tried to involve me… I really appreciated that.” (Employee 

8) 

Managers also described emotional challenges associated with onboarding. Nine man-

agers reported experiencing pressure linked to their responsibility to create a positive 

onboarding experience while simultaneously navigating structural barriers such as un-

clear processes, fragmented coordination, and IT-related delays. This responsibility car-

ried reputational implications, particularly because managers described onboarding as 
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shaping first impressions that are difficult to correct later. Seven managers also de-

scribed feelings of strain related to time scarcity and the need to balance onboarding 

with normal workload. 

“The first weeks were busy… I had this feeling of insufficiency… the person was eager 

and new and wanted to learn, and I had to balance how much information to pour in.” 

(Manager 14) 

“I try to carve out a couple of good blocks of my day to be able to do onboarding…” 

(Manager 11) 

These managerial constraints also shaped newcomers’ emotional experiences. Six new 

employees noted that limited managerial availability reduced opportunities for reassur-

ance and feedback, reinforcing uncertainty when functional and role-related questions 

accumulated. Across both groups, emotional security was closely linked to the stability 

of functional processes and the consistency of relational support, indicating that emo-

tional responses were embedded in everyday onboarding practices rather than isolated 

reactions. 

Across interviews, participants described a small number of onboarding touchpoints as 

particularly influential in shaping emotional responses. These moments included first-

day readiness (such as equipment and access being available), early social interactions, 

clarity around expectations, and manager availability. When these touchpoints worked 

well, participants described increased confidence, motivation, and a sense of belonging. 

When they failed, participants described frustration, insecurity, and perceptions of being 

unsupported. Even when other elements functioned adequately, shortcomings in these 

key moments created lasting negative impressions. Similarly, well-executed early inter-

actions were described as compensating for procedural shortcomings elsewhere in the 

process. 

Overall, the emotional experience of onboarding was shaped by how functional readi-

ness and relational support converged at critical moments. These emotional responses 

provide important context for understanding how onboarding was evaluated by internal 

customers and how early experiences influenced perceptions of confidence, well-being, 

and support during the transition into the organisation. 

4.6 Managers’ dual role and service coordination 

Because onboarding involved multiple internal actors and services, participants de-

scribed the quality of the onboarding experience as closely tied to how responsibilities 

were coordinated and enacted in practice. Both new employees and managers reported 
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navigating an onboarding environment characterised by shared responsibilities, varying 

degrees of standardisation, and limited visibility into ownership and feedback mecha-

nisms. 

Uncertainty regarding ownership of onboarding-related tasks emerged in the interviews. 

New employees and managers described situations in which it was unclear who was 

responsible for specific elements of onboarding, particularly in relation to system access, 

tools, and support services. Managers reported coordinating between HR, IT, and other 

stakeholders without clear escalation paths, complicating problem-solving when issues 

arose. 

“…it’s (access management) a bit of an area where it feels like no one really knows who’s 

in charge.” (Manager 3) 

New employees similarly described difficulties identifying appropriate contact points 

when encountering onboarding-related problems. In half of the new employee interviews, 

systems and processes were experienced as impersonal and “faceless”, making it diffi-

cult to know whom to approach for assistance or how to reach a specific person when 

something urgent was blocked. 

“At first, I didn’t even know which environments to send requests to… it’s a completely 

faceless system, which doesn’t tell you who the person is, so if I really needed to contact 

someone, I wouldn’t know who to contact.” (Employee 1) 

Participants also reflected on the role of standardisation in onboarding. Both managers 

and new employees described standardised checklists, e-learning modules, and tem-

plates as helpful reference points, particularly for administrative and compliance-related 

tasks. At the same time, managers noted that these materials were often too generic to 

support role-specific onboarding needs. As a result, managers frequently developed their 

own onboarding plans, stakeholder lists, and task-level checklists, or supplemented offi-

cial materials with team-based guidance. This approach enabled personalisation but also 

contributed to variability, as onboarding quality depended on local materials and mana-

gerial experience. 

“I usually started working on an onboarding plan… clarifying the role boundaries… find-

ing a buddy… starting the onboarding checklist… then a knowledge-transfer checklist 

and stakeholder list.” (Manager 11) 

“I had to build my own link tree to find all the necessary information… maybe it would be 

handy to have a place for new employees to find useful sites and information.” (Employee 

14) 
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Managers’ experiences were further shaped by their dual role in onboarding. Nearly all 

managers described acting simultaneously as internal customers of HR and IT services 

and as service providers responsible for delivering onboarding to new employees. This 

position meant that managers carried responsibility for the newcomer’s experience while 

relying on enabling processes outside their direct control. Disruptions in internal services, 

particularly IT access and tooling, were described as requiring improvisation and re-plan-

ning of onboarding activities. 

“If the person couldn’t access SAP, it could derail the whole plan and we had to improvise 

something else.” (Manager 7) 

Managers also described variation in their own readiness to perform onboarding tasks. 

More than half of the managers reported having received little or no formal training re-

lated to onboarding responsibilities, relying instead on experience, informal guidance, or 

peer support. Managers with longer tenure or broader internal networks described navi-

gating onboarding processes more easily than those onboarding infrequently or in unfa-

miliar contexts. 

“Formal training? Not really. Guidance? Yes.” (Manager 11) 

“I hadn’t received training… it was more like self-study.” (Manager 10) 

Both managers and new employees described limited opportunities to provide feedback 

on onboarding experiences. More than half of the new employees described uncertainty 

about when onboarding was considered complete, while 11 managers described the ab-

sence of structured mechanisms for sharing onboarding-related insights beyond local 

contexts. 

“It feels a bit like it was left unfinished.” (Employee 9) 

“There hasn’t really been anything official… no survey or anything like that.” (Employee 

10) 

Overall, onboarding was experienced as a shared but loosely coordinated service, 

shaped by unclear ownership, variable standardisation, and limited feedback mecha-

nisms. These conditions influenced how both managers and new employees navigated 

onboarding responsibilities and support, contributing to differences in onboarding quality 

across teams and situations. 
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4.7 Cross-cutting experience patterns 

Across the findings, several cross-cutting patterns emerged that were visible in both 

newcomer and manager accounts and across functional, relational, and emotional di-

mensions of onboarding. These patterns reflect recurring characteristics of the onboard-

ing experience that extended beyond individual touchpoints or isolated processes, shap-

ing how onboarding was experienced as a whole. 

A recurring pattern concerned a perceived gap between expectations of digitalisation 

and the realities of onboarding practices. Both new employees and managers described 

expecting onboarding processes to be digitally supported and efficient, while experienc-

ing reliance on manual coordination and fragmented workflows in practice. 

Reliance on individual effort was another cross-cutting pattern. Most managers de-

scribed compensating for gaps in formal processes through personal effort, while ten 

new employees described actively navigating fragmented information environments 

through self-initiated problem-solving. 

Operational readiness functioned as a key condition shaping onboarding outcomes. Both 

new employees and managers described access readiness as a decisive factor in 

whether onboarding enabled early contribution or remained dominated by waiting and 

workarounds. 

Relational support functioned as a compensating mechanism across onboarding situa-

tions. Nearly all new employees described engaged managers or buddies as central to 

positive onboarding experiences, particularly when functional processes were imperfect. 

Differences in priorities between newcomers and managers also shaped onboarding ex-

periences. New employees emphasised social integration, psychological safety, and ac-

cess to supportive relationships, while managers focused more on operational readiness 

and process efficiency. These differing emphases influenced how onboarding challenges 

were interpreted and evaluated. 

Finally, onboarding experiences varied substantially across teams and situations. Par-

ticipants described onboarding quality as dependent on managerial experience, work-

load, familiarity with internal systems, timing, and access to informal networks. As a re-

sult, onboarding was experienced as uneven across the organisation. 

Figure 3 synthesises these cross-cutting patterns in a matrix that maps them across 

functional, relational, and emotional experience dimensions. The matrix highlights that 

onboarding challenges did not manifest uniformly but instead emerged through different 

experiential pathways depending on context and role. By visualising these patterns, the 
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figure illustrates how organisational conditions consistently shaped onboarding experi-

ences beyond individual interactions. 

 

Figure 3. Cross-cutting onboarding experience patterns across functional, relational, 
and emotional dimensions. 

Taken together, these cross-cutting patterns indicate that onboarding outcomes were 

shaped less by individual actions alone and more by how organisational systems ena-

bled or constrained coordination, clarity, operational readiness, and relational support. 

These findings provide an integrative empirical basis for the discussion that follows. 

4.8 Customer journey maps 

To complement the thematic findings presented in Sections 4.1–4.7, customer journey 

maps were developed to visualise how onboarding was experienced over time by new 

employees and managers. Rather than introducing new empirical findings, the journey 

maps synthesise and integrate previously reported functional, relational, and emotional 

experiences by situating them along key stages of the onboarding journey. 

Journey mapping is used here as an analytical visualisation tool to make visible how 

interactions with internal services, organisational actors, and systems accumulate over 

time, and how early onboarding experiences shape later perceptions and outcomes. Pre-

senting newcomer and manager journeys separately highlights how onboarding unfolds 

from two interdependent internal customer perspectives within the same service system. 

4.8.1 Customer journey: new employees 
The customer journey map for new employees (Table 6) synthesises interview findings 

by tracing how onboarding experiences unfolded across successive stages, from pre-

onboarding to ongoing integration. Rather than detailing individual touchpoints, the map 

highlights how functional readiness, relational support, and emotional responses accu-

mulated over time, making visible when specific aspects of onboarding became particu-

larly consequential. 
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Table 6. New employees’ customer journey map of onboarding. 

 Stage 1: 
Pre-onboarding 
(before day 1) 

Stage 2: 
First day 

Stage 3: 
First week 

Stage 4: 
First month 

Stage 5: 
Ongoing integra-
tion (3-6 months) 

T
o

u
c
h

p
o

in
ts

 Offer acceptance 
and contract 
signing 

HR-led commu-
nication (mainly 
automated) 

Manager contact 
in some cases 

Meeting man-
ager and team 
(on-site, remote, 

or hybrid) 

Receiving laptop, 
badge, and cre-

dentials 

Introductory HR 
session 

Buddy or peer 
support intro-
duced 

Initial tasks and 
attempts to ac-
cess systems 

Mandatory e-
learning and cor-
porate orienta-

tion 

Start of role-spe-
cific learning 

 

Regular or ad 
hoc manager 
check-ins 

Increasing task 
responsibility 

Informal feed-
back and learn-
ing through work 

Continued role-
specific learning 

Participation in 
team routines 
and performance 
discussions 

Integration into 
organisational 
practices 

E
m

o
ti
o

n
s
 Excitement com-

bined with uncer-

tainty 

Anticipation 
mixed with anxi-
ety about practi-
cal arrange-
ments 

Relief when ac-
cess and equip-

ment are ready 

Frustration and 
insecurity when 
readiness is 
lacking 

Strong desire to 
feel welcomed 

Motivation to 
contribute 

Frustration when 
unable to per-
form tasks due to 
missing access 

Feelings of isola-
tion if social sup-
port is limited 

Growing confi-
dence when sup-
port and feed-
back are con-
sistent 

Lingering uncer-
tainty when guid-
ance remains 

unclear 

Satisfaction 
when onboarding 

feels complete 

Frustration if role 
expectations or 
processes re-
main unclear 

Weakened 
sense of belong-
ing in prolonged 
hybrid settings 

P
a

in
 p

o
in

ts
 Limited visibility 

into first-day ex-

pectations 

Lack of struc-
tured pre-
onboarding guid-
ance 

Inconsistent first-
day structure 

Delayed or miss-
ing equipment 
and access 

Hybrid work limit-
ing informal in-
troductions 

Delayed system 
access limiting 

early productivity 

Buddy role un-
clear or informal 

Corporate e-
learning content 
perceived as ge-

neric 

Role-specific 
learning delayed 

Lack of struc-
tured follow-up 

Feedback infor-
mal and incon-
sistently acted 

upon 

Hybrid work limit-
ing network 

building 

No clear end-
point for 

onboarding 

Unclear develop-
ment pathways 

Cultural integra-
tion slower in hy-
brid contexts 

P
o

s
it
iv

e
 t

o
u
c
h

p
o

in
ts

 Clear early com-
munication from 
manager (when 
present) 

First-day readi-
ness (equipment, 

access, agenda) 

Welcoming man-
ager and team 

Actively engaged 
buddy or peers 

Supportive team 
environment 

Regular man-
ager interaction 

Clear expecta-
tions and guid-
ance 

Feeling fully inte-
grated and sup-

ported 

Confidence in 
role and ways of 
working 

 

Interpreted as a whole, the journey map in Table 6 shows that early-stage conditions 

carried disproportionate weight in shaping newcomers’ overall onboarding experience. 
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Delays or ambiguities during pre-onboarding and the first days often generated uncer-

tainty that persisted into later stages, whereas early readiness and relational support 

tended to stabilise subsequent experiences. The map therefore illustrates onboarding as 

a cumulative process in which early touchpoints shaped how later events were inter-

preted, rather than as a sequence of independent interactions. 

4.8.2 Customer journey: managers 
The customer journey map for managers (Table 7) visualises onboarding from the per-

spective of those responsible for enabling the onboarding service while simultaneously 

relying on internal support functions. The map integrates managers’ tasks, dependen-

cies, and emotional responses across stages, making visible how onboarding responsi-

bilities extended beyond initial preparation and first-day activities. 

Table 7. Managers’ customer journey map of onboarding. 

 Stage 1: 
Pre-onboarding 
(before new em-
ployee starts) 

Stage 2: 
First day 

Stage 3: 
First week 

Stage 4: 
First month 

Stage 5: 
Ongoing integra-
tion (3-6 months) 

T
o

u
c
h

p
o

in
ts

 Receive HR 
checklist and au-
tomated notifica-
tions 

Prepare IT ac-
cess requests 
and equipment 
orders 

Occasional com-
munication with 
new hire 

Welcome new 
employee (on-
site, remote, or 
hybrid) 

Conduct orienta-
tion and team in-
troductions 

Ensure equip-
ment and access 
readiness 

Regular check-
ins with new hire 

Delegate tasks 
to team or buddy 

Monitor IT ac-
cess and system 
readiness 

Continued 
check-ins and in-

formal feedback 

Assign initial pro-
jects 

Monitor role 
learning and 
team integration 

Performance re-
views and devel-
opment discus-
sions 

Address remain-
ing access or 
process issues 

Coordinate with 
HR for compli-
ance check-
points 

E
m

o
ti
o

n
s
 Sense of respon-

sibility and pres-
sure to ensure a 

smooth start 

Frustration with 
unclear pro-

cesses 

Stress related to 
administrative 
workload 

Strong desire to 
create a positive 
first impression 

Stress from com-
peting priorities 
and limited time 

Ongoing pres-
sure to balance 
onboarding with 
other responsibil-
ities 

Relief when 
buddy or team 
support functions 
well 

Satisfaction 
when onboarding 
progresses as 

expected 

Frustration when 
delays persist or 
expectations re-
main unclear 

Relief when 
onboarding feels 
complete 

Frustration if in-
tegration re-
mains prolonged 

or unresolved 

Table 7 continues on the next page. 
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Table 7 continues… 
 

P
a

in
 p

o
in

ts
 HR checklists 

perceived as too 

generic 

Manual and frag-
mented IT provi-
sioning 

Unclear escala-
tion paths and 
coordination 
across HR and 
IT 

Limited time to 
dedicate to 
onboarding activ-
ities 

Hybrid work re-
ducing informal 
interaction 

Incomplete IT 
readiness caus-
ing delays and 
reputational 
strain 

Buddy role un-
clear and unsup-
ported by the or-
ganisation 

Managers 
spending exces-
sive time trouble-
shooting access 

issues 

Lack of struc-
tured guidance 
for social integra-
tion 

Absence of 
standardised fol-
low-up pro-
cesses 

Feedback re-
maining informal 
and undocu-
mented 

Uncertainty 
about when 
onboarding 
should be con-
sidered complete 

No clear end-
point for 

onboarding 

No structured 
mechanism for 
managers to pro-
vide feedback 

Hybrid work 
slows cultural as-
similation 

P
o

s
it
iv

e
 t

o
u
c
h

p
o

in
ts

 HR frameworks 
helpful for com-
pliance-related 
tasks 

Experienced 
managers navi-
gate processes 
more efficiently 

Smooth first day 
when equipment 
and access are 
ready 

Clear agenda re-
duces stress 

Actively engaged 
buddy reducing 
managerial work-
load 

Team support 
helps integration 

Regular check-
ins and clarified 
expectations 
supporting pro-

gress 

Structured com-
pliance check-
points provide 
some closure 

and structure 

 

Viewed across stages, the journey map in Table 7 illustrates how unresolved coordina-

tion issues and service dependencies accumulated over time, contributing to sustained 

managerial pressure rather than isolated moments of strain. In contrast, effective dele-

gation to buddies or teams emerged as a stabilising mechanism that redistributed 

onboarding effort. The map thus highlights how managers’ onboarding experience was 

shaped not only by individual actions but by the consistency of internal service coordina-

tion over time. 
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5. DISCUSSION 

This chapter discusses the findings in relation to the research question, theoretical 

framework, and prior literature. The focus is on how managers and new employees ex-

perience onboarding as internal customers of a multi-actor service, and how these ex-

periences explain recurring patterns across functional, relational, and emotional dimen-

sions. The chapter first characterises onboarding as a distributed internal service, then 

interprets the findings through the combined lenses of organisational socialisation, inter-

nal service quality and value, and service design. Building on this interpretation, it clari-

fies the analytical value of the integrated framework and derives design principles for 

improving onboarding as a shared internal service. Chapter 6 concludes the thesis by 

consolidating the study’s contributions, practical implications, limitations, and directions 

for future research. 

5.1 Characterising the onboarding service 

Building on the process description presented in Section 4.1, the findings indicate that 

onboarding in the case organisation functions less as a single HR programme and more 

as a loosely coordinated internal service that is co-produced across HR, IT, managers, 

and teams over time. This service framing is consistent with viewing onboarding as an 

unfolding process shaped through interactions and supports rather than discrete orien-

tation events (Bauer & Erdogan 2011), and with internal service logic that emphasises 

employees’ dependence on services provided by other organisational actors (George 

1990; Stauss 1995). 

Rather than being determined primarily by which onboarding activities were formally in-

cluded, onboarding quality was shaped by whether the service system reliably enabled 

three recurring conditions across touchpoints: operational readiness (timely tools and 

access), information coherence (a shared understanding of what happens when and 

where to find guidance), and ownership clarity (clear responsibility for key steps and 

problem resolution). Across both new employees and managers, these conditions re-

peatedly distinguished experiences described as supportive from those described as 

fragmented, effortful, or unfinished. Evaluations of onboarding therefore accumulated 

over time, with early breakdowns disproportionately influencing overall judgements of 

support quality (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). 
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This characterisation also helps clarify how managers and new employees evaluated the 

onboarding service through partly shared, partly role-specific expectations. Both groups 

entered onboarding with broadly similar assumptions: that onboarding would reduce un-

certainty, enable early contribution, and support social integration through structured and 

coordinated support. Where expectations and delivery aligned, onboarding was experi-

enced as confidence-building and professionally supported. Where they diverged, 

onboarding was experienced as incomplete and burdensome, particularly when individ-

uals had to compensate for gaps in readiness, coherence, or ownership. 

For new employees, onboarding quality was experienced most strongly through early 

functional readiness and the availability of concrete guidance and supportive relation-

ships. When access, first-day arrangements, and points of contact were clear, newcom-

ers were able to focus on learning and integration. When these elements were unclear 

or delayed, early uncertainty intensified and shaped how the wider onboarding journey 

was interpreted, reinforcing the cumulative nature of experience evaluation across touch-

points, a concept described in service design literature (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). 

For managers, onboarding was experienced as a parallel and ongoing process of coor-

dination, problem-solving, and relational support. Managers acted simultaneously as fa-

cilitators of onboarding and as internal customers of HR, IT, and other support functions. 

When internal services functioned smoothly, managers could focus on welcoming and 

integration. When service processes were fragmented or unclear, managers compen-

sated through additional coordination work, improvisation, and reliance on informal net-

works, often at the cost of increased workload and stress. In this sense, individual effort 

primarily influenced how well variability could be absorbed, rather than eliminating the 

underlying variability in the service system. 

Importantly, the recurring challenges identified in this study are best understood as ser-

vice-level misalignments rather than isolated incidents. They signal points where visible 

“frontstage” experiences (e.g. first-day readiness, early guidance, problem resolution) 

are undermined by “backstage” coordination and handoffs across internal actors and 

systems (Bitner et al. 2008; Patrício et al. 2011). At the same time, relational support 

within teams often buffered these weaknesses: engaged managers, active buddies, and 

supportive colleagues mitigated delays and reduced emotional strain. However, because 

this compensation depended on local availability and initiative, it contributed to uneven 

onboarding experiences across teams and situations rather than producing consistent 

service quality. 
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Taken together, the findings position onboarding in the case organisation as a partially 

designed, partially emergent internal service. Certain administrative elements were rel-

atively standardised, while role clarification, social integration, and follow-up depended 

heavily on local practices and individual actors. From a redesign perspective, this means 

that improving onboarding requires increasing the repeatability of the enabling conditions 

that shape experience quality, rather than simply adding more onboarding activities. The 

next section builds on this case characterisation by explaining why these patterns recur 

through an integrated theoretical lens, before translating the insights into redesign prin-

ciples. 

5.2 Explaining onboarding through integrated perspectives 

In this integrated explanation of the findings, organisational socialisation theory clarifies 

what onboarding must achieve over time, internal service quality and perceived value 

explain how support is experienced and evaluated in practice, and service design helps 

locate where coordination breaks down across encounters, systems, and the wider ser-

vice ecosystem. Together, these theoretical lenses help clarify not only what managers 

and new employees experienced during onboarding, but why particular patterns recurred 

across functional, relational, and emotional dimensions, and how these experiences 

emerged from the configuration of the onboarding service.  

Rather than applying these theories in isolation, this section integrates them to interpret 

onboarding as a multi-actor, multi-stage internal service whose outcomes depend on the 

alignment between socialisation resources, internal service delivery, and service orches-

tration across organisational levels. 

5.2.1 Onboarding content and timing 
From an organisational socialisation perspective, the findings broadly align with estab-

lished models that conceptualise onboarding as a multidimensional and temporal pro-

cess. Bauer’s Four Cs framework highlights compliance, clarification, culture, and con-

nection as central onboarding content areas (Bauer 2010; Bowers et al. 2023), while 

Feldman’s (1981) three-phase model emphasises anticipatory expectations, early en-

counters, and longer-term adjustment. 

In the case organisation, compliance-related elements, such as contracts, mandatory 

training, and basic administrative processes, were generally delivered, although some-

times with fragmented instructions. However, the findings indicate that clarification and 

connection were supported only variably and often depended on local improvisation ra-

ther than consistent service delivery. New employees frequently described unclear role 
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expectations, limited guidance on how work should be approached in practice, and une-

ven opportunities for social integration. These findings can be interpreted in light of prior 

onboarding research that conceptualises clarification and connection as central onboard-

ing dimensions rather than as outcomes in themselves. Bauer et al. (2007) show that 

these dimensions are consistently associated with downstream outcomes such as job 

satisfaction and organisational commitment, while more recent work highlights that con-

nection, in particular, is closely linked to job embeddedness and longer-term attachment, 

yet is often unevenly realised in practice (Bowers et al. 2023). From this perspective, the 

inconsistent support for clarification and connection observed in this study highlights po-

tential vulnerabilities in the onboarding experience that prior research has shown to be 

consequential for longer-term employee outcomes. 

The temporal structure of onboarding was also only partially realised. Expectations 

formed during the anticipatory phase were shaped by inconsistent pre-onboarding com-

munication, particularly regarding first-day arrangements and early work expectations. 

Feldman (1981) argues that expectations formed prior to entry strongly influence how 

newcomers interpret early organisational encounters. In this study, proactive pre-entry 

contact from managers reduced uncertainty and facilitated smoother early experiences, 

whereas limited communication heightened anxiety and confusion. Moreover, the find-

ings show that onboarding extended well beyond the first weeks, supporting Feldman’s 

(1981) view of socialisation as a prolonged process rather than a discrete event. 

Overall, the findings suggest that while the case organisation implicitly follows recog-

nised onboarding models, it does so unevenly. This unevenness was experienced differ-

ently by the two internal customer groups: newcomers primarily interpreted it as uncer-

tainty and reduced confidence, while managers experienced it as additional coordination 

work and responsibility pressure. Administrative elements tend to occur early, while role 

clarification, cultural learning, and relational integration unfold informally and variably 

over time, leading to inconsistent onboarding outcomes across teams. 

5.2.2 Socialisation resources and uneven resource provision 
Socialisation Resources Theory conceptualises onboarding as a process through which 

organisations provide and renew informational, instrumental, social, and emotional re-

sources across stages of entry and integration (Saks & Gruman 2018). The findings 

strongly support the relevance of these resource categories, while simultaneously re-

vealing their uneven availability in practice. 
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New employees evaluated onboarding quality based on access to clear information, 

working tools and systems, supportive relationships, and reassurance during early vul-

nerability. When these resources were available and renewed through ongoing interac-

tion, such as regular manager check-ins or engaged buddy support, newcomers de-

scribed growing confidence and a sense of belonging. Where resources were delayed 

or fragmented, newcomers experienced frustration, uncertainty, and the perception that 

onboarding never fully concluded. These findings closely align with SRT’s claim that sus-

tained access to socialisation resources underpins engagement and adjustment (Saks 

& Gruman 2018; Rahmah & Ginting 2025). 

Importantly, the findings extend SRT (Saks & Gruman 2018) by highlighting that manag-

ers themselves depend on onboarding-related resources. Managers required guidance, 

clear responsibility boundaries, and reliable internal services to fulfil their onboarding 

role. In practice, many managers compensated for systemic gaps by developing per-

sonal checklists or informal coordination routines. In effect, managers operated as re-

source brokers: when enabling resources were missing upstream (e.g. HR or IT guid-

ance, access readiness), they substituted with time, networks, and improvisation to keep 

onboarding moving. This adaptive behaviour illustrates that managers act as resource 

integrators within the onboarding process, but also that the organisation’s resource pro-

vision for managers was incomplete. While SRT (Saks & Gruman 2018) has primarily 

focused on newcomers, these findings suggest that its logic can be extended by concep-

tualising managers as parallel internal customers whose resource needs directly influ-

ence newcomer outcomes. 

5.2.3 Service quality, value, and co-creation 
Interpreting onboarding through an internal service lens helps explain why onboarding 

was experienced as uneven despite the presence of shared formal elements. Both new 

employees and managers evaluated onboarding not only based on what support was 

provided, but on how reliably and coherently internal services functioned in practice. 

Read against internal service quality research, this suggests that the unevenness ob-

served in the case organisation was not simply a matter of missing onboarding activities 

but reflected variation in how well internal service exchanges were delivered and coordi-

nated across actors (George 1990). In other words, the findings align with the service-

profit chain logic that employees’ ability to perform depends on the quality and reliability 

of internal support systems (Heskett et al. 1994), and they resonate with empirical evi-

dence that stronger internal service quality is associated with higher employee satisfac-

tion and commitment (Sharma et al. 2016). The case also highlights why this matters in 
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onboarding specifically: when internal services were inconsistent, participants’ satisfac-

tion with onboarding support appeared to weaken. This mirrors prior work that positions 

internal customer satisfaction as a pathway through which internal service quality trans-

lates into broader performance-relevant outcomes (Srivastava & Prakash 2019). 

Across the findings, onboarding quality was assessed through the reliability and respon-

siveness of HR and IT services, the clarity of onboarding-related information, and the 

availability of interpersonal support. When internal services functioned predictably and 

coordination across actors was effective, onboarding was experienced as smooth and 

professional. When service delivery was fragmented – most visibly through delayed ac-

cess, unclear responsibilities, or dispersed information – onboarding was experienced 

as burdensome for managers and as frustrating or confidence-undermining for new em-

ployees. These patterns are consistent with prior research showing that internal service 

quality failures are particularly salient during early employment transitions (Sharma et al. 

2016; Srivastava & Prakash 2019). 

Applying the Internal Customer Perceived Value (Lo Iacono et al. 2024) perspective 

helps clarify how these service quality mechanisms translated into different value per-

ceptions. Functional value was associated with operational readiness, usable systems, 

and accessible information that enabled early task performance. Emotional value 

emerged from experiences of reassurance, support, and feeling prepared during early 

onboarding stages, while social value was linked to opportunities for inclusion, interac-

tion, and relationship-building within teams. These value dimensions were closely inter-

related: functional shortcomings often triggered emotional strain, while strong relational 

support could partially compensate for early operational gaps, though not indefinitely. 

Table 8 synthesises how the empirical patterns identified in this study map onto ICPV 

dimensions (Lo Iacono et al. 2024) and internal service quality dimensions derived from 

SERVQUAL framework (Parasuraman et al. 1988). The table illustrates that onboarding 

experiences were shaped not by isolated service encounters, but by how tangibles, reli-

ability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy across HR, IT, managers, and teams 

interacted over time (Parasuraman et al. 1988). Importantly, it shows that functional 

value alone was insufficient to produce positive onboarding experiences: timely access 

without relational support could still be experienced as incomplete, while access delays 

were sometimes evaluated more positively when newcomers received consistent guid-

ance and social support. 



80 
 

UNRESTRICTED 

Table 8. Description of how internal service quality dimensions (Parasuraman et al. 
1988) shape functional, emotional, and social value (Lo Iacono et al. 2024) in onboard-
ing. 

ICPV value 
dimension 

Empirical patterns Relevant ISQ dimensions 

Functional 
value 

Fragmented processes and unclear 
onboarding roadmap. 

Variability in pre-onboarding communi-
cation. 

IT access delays and manual provision-
ing workflows. 

Managerial workload limiting structured 
support. 

Reliability – consistency and timeli-
ness of HR and IT processes. 

Responsiveness – speed of ad-
dressing issues and requests. 

Assurance – clarity and profession-
alism of guidance; confidence in 
competence. 

Tangibles – availability and ade-
quacy of tools, systems, accounts, 
and onboarding materials. 

Emotional 
value 

Early anxiety and uncertainty when ex-
pectations were unclear or access was 
delayed. 

Emotional impact of “moments that mat-
ter” (first-day readiness, early meetings). 

Feeling supported vs. feeling left alone 
with problems. 

Managers’ stress influencing newcom-
ers’ sense of security. 

Empathy – perceived care and 
availability of managers and bud-
dies. 

Responsiveness – acknowledge-
ment and timely addressing of con-
cerns. 

Assurance – confidence in compe-
tence and guidance (clear expecta-
tions, credible support). 

Social 
value 

Importance of belonging, informal learn-
ing, and team connection. 

Variation in buddy engagement and 
team availability. 

Hybrid work limiting spontaneous inter-
action. 

Social integration depending on man-
ager networks and facilitation. 

Empathy – warmth, welcome, and 
inclusion by peers and managers. 

Responsiveness – timely help-
seeking and follow-through through 
known contact points. 

Reliability – consistency of rela-
tional support practices (e.g. buddy 
management, check-ins) across 
teams and over time. 

 

Taken together, these findings support conceptualising onboarding as a co-produced 

internal service rather than a linear HR process. Both new employees and managers 

acted as internal customers who evaluated onboarding through their service interactions, 

while simultaneously contributing to value creation through their own actions and re-

source integration. This interpretation aligns with service-dominant logic, which empha-

sises that value emerges through interaction among multiple actors rather than being 

delivered unilaterally (Vargo & Lusch 2016). In the case organisation, onboarding quality 

therefore depended on how well internal services were orchestrated to enable functional 

effectiveness, emotional reassurance, and social integration across the onboarding jour-

ney. 
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5.2.4 Service design, co-creation, and orchestration gaps 
As described previously, service-dominant logic conceptualises value as co-created 

through interaction among multiple actors who integrate resources in use contexts 

(Vargo & Lusch 2016). The findings indicate that onboarding in the case organisation 

was clearly co-produced by new employees, managers, HR, IT, and colleagues. How-

ever, the orchestration of this co-creation was limited. In other words, onboarding value 

was possible but not reliably repeatable: successful experiences depended on how well 

individual actors compensated for coordination gaps. 

Service design theory, and particularly the Multilevel Service Design framework (Patrício 

et al. 2011), helps explain how these experiences emerged across organisational levels. 

At the encounter level, onboarding quality was shaped by moments such as first-day 

readiness, early manager meetings, and buddy interactions. At the system level, frag-

mented coordination between HR, IT, and line management undermined these encoun-

ters. At the ecosystem level, organisational assumptions regarding managerial auton-

omy and self-service shaped how onboarding responsibilities were distributed and sup-

ported. 

The findings further reveal a co-creation gap: although managers and newcomers were 

willing to contribute to improving onboarding, formal feedback mechanisms were largely 

absent. Service design research emphasises that feedback and iteration are essential 

for improving complex services (Stickdorn et al. 2018). In the absence of such mecha-

nisms, experiential insights remained local and informal, limiting organisational learning. 

As a result, recurring problems were solved repeatedly at team level rather than being 

converted into service-level improvements. Figure 4 summarises these orchestration dy-

namics across encounter, system, and ecosystem levels. 

 

Figure 4. Multilevel diagnosis of onboarding orchestration gaps. 
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Figure 4 synthesises how onboarding outcomes were shaped by a chain of multilevel 

dynamics that made value co-creation possible but hard to reproduce consistently. At 

the ecosystem level, implicit assumptions that managers should self-serve and coordi-

nate onboarding locally shaped how responsibilities and support were distributed across 

HR, IT, and line management – setting the conditions under which variability could per-

sist. These assumptions flowed into the system level, where fragmented handoffs and 

unclear interfaces between internal actors undermined consistency across onboarding 

touchpoints, meaning that similar needs were addressed differently depending on team 

context and individual initiative. The consequences became most visible at the encounter 

level: first-day readiness, early guidance, and problem resolution depended heavily on 

whether managers, buddies, and colleagues could compensate in the moment. Over 

time, recurring issues were repeatedly solved locally rather than converted into service-

level improvements, because feedback and learning mechanisms were too limited to 

systematically capture experiential insights and challenge the underlying assumptions 

that produced the gaps in the first place.  

Overall, the integrated reading of the findings suggests that onboarding outcomes in the 

case organisation emerge through the interaction of socialisation requirements, internal 

service delivery, and service orchestration across organisational levels. The next section 

makes explicit what this integrated framing adds analytically, before the discussion turns 

to redesign principles derived from these insights. 

5.3 Analytical value of the multi-theoretical approach 

The study’s analytical framework was deliberately multi-theoretical because onboarding 

in the case organisation did not present as a single, bounded HR intervention. Instead, 

the findings pointed to an experience-dependent internal service in which outcomes were 

shaped by interdependencies between newcomers, managers, and enabling functions. 

No single lens was sufficient to account simultaneously for the content and timing of 

adjustment, the way service support was delivered and evaluated, and the organisational 

coordination through which recurring experience patterns emerged. Combining organi-

sational socialisation theory, internal service quality and internal customer perceived 

value perspectives, and service design therefore strengthened the explanatory and re-

design-oriented capacity of the analysis. 

Organisational socialisation theory contributed the baseline logic of what onboarding 

must accomplish over time and what “successful entry” requires in terms of adjustment 

and integration (Feldman 1981; Bauer 2010; Bauer & Erdogan 2011). This lens enabled 
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participants’ accounts of role clarity, confidence, and belonging to be interpreted as so-

cialisation-relevant experiences rather than as isolated sentiments, and it anchored the 

analysis in outcomes that prior research has linked to longer-term work attitudes and 

attachment (Bauer et al. 2007; Bowers et al. 2023). Importantly, socialisation theory also 

helped distinguish between early-stage vulnerabilities and longer-term integration de-

mands, providing a temporal structure for interpreting recurring experience patterns. 

Internal service quality and internal customer perceived value perspectives added ex-

planatory leverage by shifting attention from what onboarding “included” to how internal 

customers assessed what was delivered and how that assessment was shaped by ser-

vice reliability, responsiveness, and coordination (George 1990; Heskett et al. 1994; 

Sharma et al. 2016; Srivastava & Prakash 2019). The ICPV model further clarified the 

evaluative mechanism through which functional, emotional, and social aspects of 

onboarding became integrated into overall judgements of whether onboarding was ena-

bling or burdensome (Lo Iacono et al. 2024). This combination supported a more precise 

interpretation of why similar onboarding arrangements could be evaluated differently and 

how functional disruptions could escalate into emotional strain or social disconnection. 

Service design theory provided the linking mechanism between experience and redesign 

by situating onboarding issues within a multi-level service configuration rather than within 

individual behaviour or isolated encounters (Bitner et al. 2008; Patrício et al. 2011). By 

distinguishing between frontstage encounters, backstage processes, and ecosystem-

level assumptions, it became possible to locate recurring patterns as coordination prob-

lems and to specify where redesign “leverage points” plausibly sit in the service system. 

In addition, service design’s emphasis on journey logic and iteration framed internal cus-

tomer experience not as an endpoint but as an input for systematic improvement (Kimbell 

2011; Stickdorn et al. 2018). 

Taken together, the integrated framework enabled the discussion to move from descrip-

tion to explanation and then to redesign translation. It supported an analysis that cap-

tures how managers and newcomers perceive onboarding as internal customers, identi-

fies the service-ecosystem conditions that systematically shape those perceptions, and 

abstracts empirically grounded directions for improving onboarding without reducing the 

phenomenon to either socialisation tactics or process compliance. The following section 

builds on this analytical foundation by articulating redesign principles derived from these 

integrated insights. 
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5.4 Design principles for redesigning onboarding services 

Building on the integrated interpretation above, this section articulates redesign princi-

ples for onboarding as a shared internal service. The principles are grounded in recurring 

experience patterns across both newcomers and managers and are formulated to guide 

service-level improvement rather than prescribe isolated practices. Accordingly, they fo-

cus on how the onboarding journey is structured, how enabling services are coordinated, 

and how relational support is made reliable across teams and contexts. 

Rather than proposing prescriptive solutions, the principles outlined below identify struc-

tural directions for redesign. They are grounded in the empirical findings and analytically 

generalised using the theoretical framework developed in Chapter 2, addressing 

onboarding at the level of the journey, the internal service system, and the service en-

counters through which onboarding value is ultimately realised. 

The customer journey maps (Tables 6-7) were used to synthesise how onboarding qual-

ity accumulated across stages rather than appearing as isolated incidents. They highlight 

where breakdowns clustered, how early gaps (e.g. readiness and access) created down-

stream workarounds and uncertainty, and how the same journey was experienced dif-

ferently by newcomers and managers. As a result, the principles are derived not only 

from recurring themes, but from how those themes interacted over time and shaped 

overall perceptions of onboarding coherence. 

5.4.1 Establishing a coherent and predictable onboarding ser-
vice 

A central finding of this study was that onboarding was experienced as fragmented and 

uneven, despite the presence of formal processes and standardised elements. New em-

ployees frequently described uncertainty regarding what would happen during their first 

days and weeks, while managers described onboarding as an extended effort without a 

clearly defined structure or endpoint. These experiences point to a lack of coherence at 

the level of the onboarding journey. 

From an organisational socialisation perspective, this fragmentation is problematic be-

cause onboarding is understood as a process that unfolds over time, with different 

phases requiring different forms of support (Feldman 1981; Bauer & Erdogan 2011). The 

findings show that while certain entry-point activities were triggered automatically, such 

as contract-related communication or compliance tasks, the sequencing of onboarding 

activities beyond these elements was left largely to local interpretation. As a result, new-

comers’ expectations formed during the anticipatory phase were often misaligned with 

the encounter phase, generating uncertainty and emotional strain. 
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Interpreted through an internal service lens, this lack of coherence reflects weaknesses 

in the reliability and assurance dimensions of internal service quality. Internal customers, 

both new employees and managers, were uncertain about what services would be de-

livered, when, and by whom. This uncertainty undermined functional value by delaying 

early contribution and emotional value by increasing anxiety during a period of height-

ened vulnerability. 

A key design principle emerging from these findings is therefore the need to establish 

onboarding as a coherent and predictable service journey rather than a loose collection 

of activities. This does not imply rigid standardisation of content, but rather the articula-

tion of a shared onboarding logic that clarifies phases, expectations, and responsibilities 

across time. Making the onboarding journey explicit would support expectation align-

ment, reduce reliance on individual sensemaking, and enable both newcomers and man-

agers to understand how different onboarding elements fit together. 

From a service design perspective, this principle aligns with journey-oriented thinking, 

which emphasises that experiences are shaped cumulatively across touchpoints rather 

than by isolated events (Patrício et al. 2011; Lemon & Verhoef 2016). In practice, organ-

isations might operationalise this principle through mechanisms such as role-based 

onboarding roadmaps, explicit phase markers (e.g. first-month or onboarding-closure 

discussions), or shared onboarding timelines that signal progression rather than comple-

tion after initial entry. Importantly, greater journey coherence would also create a foun-

dation for systematic feedback and learning, enabling onboarding to be evaluated and 

improved over time rather than becoming invisible once early entry has passed. 

5.4.2 Enabling value creation through internal service coordi-
nation 

A second design principle concerns the coordination of internal services that enable 

onboarding in practice. The findings demonstrate that managers occupy a dual role in 

onboarding: they are responsible for delivering onboarding to new employees while sim-

ultaneously depending on HR, IT, and other internal functions to provide the resources 

needed to fulfil this responsibility. This dependency structure was a major source of strain 

and variability in onboarding experiences. 

Managers frequently described fragmented IT provisioning, unclear escalation paths, 

and generic HR guidance as constraints on their ability to support newcomers effectively. 

From an internal service quality perspective, these constraints suggest weak reliability in 

core enabling processes and low responsiveness when issues emerged (Srivastava & 

Prakash 2019). More broadly, the findings echo the argument that managers’ ability to 
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deliver onboarding support depends on the internal services they receive – and when 

those services fail, performance and accountability become misaligned (George 1990; 

Heskett et al. 1994; Sharma et al. 2016). Although managers were held accountable for 

onboarding outcomes, they lacked control over many of the enabling services that 

shaped those outcomes. 

Viewing managers as internal customers provides a critical analytical insight here. The 

findings suggest that onboarding quality cannot be improved solely by focusing on new-

comer-facing practices if the internal services that support managers remain fragmented. 

When managers experienced low internal service quality, this reduced the functional 

value of onboarding by consuming time and effort and reduced emotional value by cre-

ating stress and feelings of insufficiency. These effects potentially then cascaded to new-

comers, whose onboarding experience depended heavily on managerial availability and 

preparedness. 

A core design principle emerging from this analysis is therefore the need to improve 

onboarding by strengthening internal service coordination rather than placing additional 

responsibility on individual managers. This implies designing onboarding support sys-

tems that integrate HR processes, IT provisioning, and managerial responsibilities into a 

more transparent and predictable whole. From a service design perspective, this corre-

sponds to making backstage processes visible and aligned with frontstage expectations, 

as emphasised in service blueprinting research (Bitner et al. 2008). 

In practice, this principle could be supported through mechanisms such as clearer own-

ership of onboarding-critical services, predefined escalation paths for access-related is-

sues, or explicit service-level expectations for systems and processes that are essential 

during early entry. Importantly, the findings also suggest that onboarding challenges can 

be mitigated without formally redefining managers as customers in an ideological sense. 

What matters is whether internal service systems are designed to realistically support 

managerial work. Treating managers as if they were internal customers, by considering 

their needs, constraints, and dependencies, offers a practical design logic for improving 

onboarding outcomes for both groups. 

5.4.3 Designing shared relational support 
The third design principle concerns the relational dimension of onboarding. Across inter-

views, relational support emerged as a decisive factor shaping how onboarding was 

evaluated, often compensating for functional shortcomings. New employees consistently 

described supportive managers, engaged buddies, and accessible colleagues as central 
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to positive onboarding experiences, while managers described relational work as essen-

tial but resource-intensive. 

From a socialisation perspective, these findings reinforce the role of interaction, feed-

back, and social integration as core adjustment resources. Socialisation Resources The-

ory emphasises that such resources must be renewed over time rather than delivered 

once (Saks & Gruman 2018), a pattern clearly reflected in the empirical data. Where 

relational support was sustained, newcomers reported growing confidence and belong-

ing; where it was inconsistent, uncertainty and isolation persisted even when formal 

onboarding elements were present. 

Interpreted through the lens of internal customer perceived value (Lo Iacono et al. 2024), 

relational support was a primary source of emotional and social value. Feeling wel-

comed, seen, and supported shaped overall onboarding evaluations more strongly than 

the presence of formal tools or content. However, the findings also show that relational 

support was unevenly distributed and often dependent on individual initiative rather than 

organisational design. Buddy roles were occasionally informal and poorly defined, and 

hybrid work arrangements reduced opportunities for spontaneous interaction unless de-

liberately orchestrated. 

This leads to a design principle that relational support in onboarding should be treated 

as a shared organisational responsibility rather than an informal add-on. Designing for 

relational value requires recognising that meaningful onboarding encounters do not oc-

cur automatically, particularly in hybrid contexts. Instead, organisations must create con-

ditions that enable managers, buddies, and teams to provide consistent relational sup-

port without relying solely on personal goodwill or excess effort. 

From a service-dominant logic perspective, onboarding value is co-created through in-

teraction among multiple actors who integrate resources in use contexts (Vargo & Lusch 

2016). Managers, newcomers, and colleagues all act as resource integrators whose con-

tributions shape onboarding outcomes. In practical terms, this principle may be sup-

ported by clarifying buddy roles, allocating protected time for onboarding interactions, or 

deliberately designing interaction moments that facilitate informal learning and relation-

ship-building, particularly when physical co-location is limited. 

Rather than proposing universal best practices, these principles demonstrate how inter-

nal customer experiences of onboarding, across functional, emotional, and social dimen-

sions, can be systematically translated into analytically grounded directions for redesign-

ing onboarding services. In this way, the discussion moves beyond identifying onboard-

ing problems to showing how onboarding services can be redesigned to better support 
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internal customer experience in complex, multi-actor organisational contexts. In this 

sense, the design principles function not only as practical guidance for the case organi-

sation, but as analytically transferable insights into how onboarding services can be 

structured when responsibility and experience are distributed across organisational ac-

tors. 
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6. CONCLUSION 

This chapter concludes the thesis by synthesising what the study shows about onboard-

ing as a shared internal service experience for managers and new employees. The pur-

pose of the research was to examine how internal customer experiences can be used to 

inform the (re)design of onboarding services in a large organisational context. Drawing 

together the empirical findings and their interpretation through organisational socialisa-

tion theory, internal service quality, internal customer perceived value, and service de-

sign, the chapter consolidates the study’s main insights into a coherent account. It then 

distils what these insights contribute theoretically and practically and clarifies the study’s 

limitations and the most relevant directions for future research. 

6.1 Summary of the study and key findings 

This study examined onboarding as a shared internal service experience for managers 

and new employees and considered how these experiences can be used in onboarding 

service redesign. The analysis drew on interviews from both groups and interpreted the 

findings through organisational socialisation theory, internal service quality, internal cus-

tomer perceived value, and service design. 

In answer to the research question, the study shows that internal customer experience 

can inform onboarding (re)design by revealing which service-system conditions consist-

ently enable or prevent value creation across the onboarding journey. In this case, ex-

perience data pointed to three recurrent redesign levers: operational readiness (timely 

access, tools, and information), information coherence (a shared understanding of what 

happens when and where guidance is found), and ownership clarity (clear responsibility 

and escalation for onboarding-critical issues). Participants’ accounts suggest that the 

reliability of these conditions shaped how onboarding was evaluated. Where operational 

readiness, information coherence, and ownership clarity were experienced as reliable, 

newcomers described higher functional, emotional, and social value and managers de-

scribed onboarding as manageable and supportable. Where they were experienced as 

unreliable, both groups described increased reliance on workarounds and informal net-

works, contributing to uneven service quality. Experience therefore functions not only as 

an outcome measure but as diagnostic input for improving the coordination and design 

of the onboarding service. 
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The findings show that onboarding in the case organisation is perceived by both new 

employees and managers as an internal service rather than as a discrete, centrally man-

aged HR programme. New employees experienced onboarding primarily through its abil-

ity to enable early contribution, reduce uncertainty, and support social integration. Their 

evaluations of onboarding quality were shaped by functional readiness, particularly ac-

cess to systems and information, by relational support from managers, buddies, and col-

leagues, and by emotional experiences during early entry. Functional breakdowns, such 

as delayed access or fragmented information, hindered early productivity and increased 

uncertainty, while consistent interpersonal support often mitigated these effects and 

shaped more positive overall evaluations. 

Managers, in turn, experienced onboarding as an extended and resource-intensive re-

sponsibility that unfolded well beyond the initial entry period. Their experiences were 

shaped by a dual role: managers acted simultaneously as service providers responsible 

for delivering onboarding to new employees and as internal customers dependent on 

HR, IT, and other support services. Managers evaluated onboarding quality based on 

how reliably and coherently these internal services enabled them to fulfil their responsi-

bilities. Fragmented internal service coordination, unclear ownership, and limited guid-

ance constrained managers’ ability to deliver onboarding consistently, increasing reli-

ance on individual effort, experience, and informal networks rather than on structured 

organisational support. 

Across both groups, onboarding experiences were shaped by a combination of func-

tional, relational, and emotional factors operating across the onboarding service ecosys-

tem. Operational readiness emerged as a critical enabling condition: when access to 

systems, tools, and information was timely, onboarding enabled early contribution; when 

it was delayed, onboarding became dominated by waiting and workarounds. Internal 

service coordination strongly influenced how onboarding unfolded in practice, as misa-

lignment between HR, IT, and line management translated into uneven experiences at 

the encounter level. Relational support functioned as a central experiential mechanism, 

often compensating for functional shortcomings and shaping emotional security, confi-

dence, and perceived onboarding success. At the same time, the absence of clear 

onboarding endpoints and systematic feedback mechanisms limited sensemaking and 

organisational learning, leaving onboarding open-ended and difficult to evaluate for both 

new employees and managers. 

Overall, the findings show that onboarding outcomes in the case organisation emerge 

from a co-produced internal service in which newcomer and managerial experiences are 

interdependent. This implies that improving onboarding requires strengthening service-
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level coherence and coordination – particularly around access provisioning, information 

alignment, responsibility boundaries, and relational support – rather than relying on local 

improvisation. These conclusions provide the basis for the contributions and implications 

outlined next. 

6.2 Theoretical contributions 

This study makes four related theoretical contributions to onboarding research. First, it 

conceptualises onboarding quality as a service-system effect, shaped by the reliability 

and coordination of enabling internal services rather than only by the presence of 

onboarding activities or HR practices. Second, it incorporates managers as internal cus-

tomers whose experiences are part of the same evaluative mechanism as newcomers, 

rather than treating managers only as onboarding providers. Third, it proposes an expe-

rience-mediated mechanism through which organisational conditions shape onboarding 

outcomes over time, by becoming translated into internal customers’ perceived func-

tional, emotional, and social value. Fourth, it links this mechanism to a redesign logic in 

which internal customer experience functions as an input for iterative service improve-

ment. Figure 5 summarises the mechanism advanced by the study. 

 

Figure 5. Experience-mediated model of onboarding as an internal service. 
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On the left side of the model (Figure 5), onboarding is enabled through internal service 

coordination and managerial enablement. Drawing on internal service quality research 

(George 1990; Heskett et al. 1994; Sharma et al. 2016; Srivastava & Prakash 2019), 

these organisational conditions include coordination between HR, IT, and line managers, 

the reliability and timeliness of access provisioning, and the availability of onboarding-

related support needed for the onboarding role to be enacted in practice. In this study, 

these conditions explain why onboarding could be described as “in place” formally yet 

still experienced as uneven: variability in internal service delivery shaped whether ena-

bling services were reliably available to both newcomers and managers during early en-

try. 

At the centre of the model (Figure 5), internal customer experience functions as the me-

diating layer between organisational arrangements and onboarding outcomes. The In-

ternal Customer Perceived Value perspective explains this mediating mechanism by 

conceptualising evaluation as multidimensional and experience-based: onboarding was 

assessed through functional, emotional, and social value, shaped through service inter-

actions and relational exchanges (Lo Iacono et al. 2024). Applying ICPV helps explain 

why functionally similar onboarding arrangements were experienced differently across 

teams and individuals. Operational readiness and usable information contributed to func-

tional value, reassurance and confidence to emotional value, and inclusion and relation-

ship-building to social value. These value dimensions interacted: functional shortcom-

ings often generated emotional strain, while relational support could partially buffer early 

operational gaps – highlighting that onboarding “quality” is not reducible to a single fea-

ture of the process. Importantly, managers and newcomers formed their own value per-

ceptions regarding onboarding which jointly impacted the outcomes of it. 

Organisational socialisation theory clarifies what onboarding is expected to achieve over 

time and why these value perceptions matter for adjustment. Established models such 

as Feldman’s (1981) phase model and Bauer’s Four Cs framework situate onboarding 

as a temporal and multidimensional process involving expectations, early encounters, 

and longer-term integration (Feldman 1981; Bauer et al. 2007; Bauer & Erdogan 2011). 

Socialisation Resources Theory further explains why uneven support has conse-

quences: adjustment and engagement depend on the ongoing provision and renewal of 

informational, instrumental, social, and emotional resources (Saks & Gruman 2018). In 

Figure 5, these perspectives underpin the link between organisational conditions and 

what internal customers are actually able to access and experience during onboarding. 

Service design theory completes the contribution by showing how the mechanisms cap-

tured in Figure 5 can be traced across service levels and converted into redesign logic. 
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Concepts such as frontstage and backstage activities help explain how breakdowns in 

enabling processes (e.g. access provisioning, responsibility hand-offs) manifest as neg-

ative experiences at key touchpoints (Bitner et al. 2008). Multilevel Service Design fur-

ther supports analysis of onboarding across encounter-, system-, and ecosystem-level 

dynamics, helping locate recurring problems as coordination and design issues rather 

than isolated operational incidents (Patrício et al. 2011). The model’s feedback loop 

treats internal customer experience and outcomes as inputs for improvement rather than 

endpoints, consistent with service design’s emphasis on iterative learning and redesign 

in complex services (Kimbell 2011; Stickdorn et al. 2018). 

Taken together, Figure 5 makes explicit the mechanism suggested by the study: organ-

isational arrangements shape what internal customers can access and encounter; inter-

nal customers evaluate these encounters through functional, emotional, and social 

value; and these evaluations shape early onboarding outcomes. By positioning manag-

ers’ experiences inside this same mechanism, the model foregrounds managerial ena-

blement as a condition of onboarding quality in distributed, multi-actor contexts. This 

contribution is most directly applicable to large organisations where onboarding depends 

on HR-IT-manager coordination and where hybrid work increases reliance on deliber-

ately designed touchpoints and relational support. 

6.3 Practical implications 

These implications summarise the redesign principles developed in Section 5.4, journey 

coherence, internal service coordination to enable managerial work, and deliberate rela-

tional support, as organisation-level priorities for improving onboarding in complex, multi-

actor environments. Examining onboarding as a shared internal service highlights that 

onboarding quality is produced through coordination across actors and touchpoints ra-

ther than through isolated tools or activities. In the case organisation, variability was fre-

quently absorbed through local workarounds, which supported onboarding in individual 

cases but also made experiences uneven and difficult to manage systematically. 

A first implication is to strengthen onboarding as a coherent service journey. Organisa-

tions benefit from making the onboarding trajectory visible and predictable for both new-

comers and managers, particularly regarding early expectations, access readiness, and 

the transition from initial entry to ongoing integration. The aim is not rigid standardisation, 

but a shared journey logic that reduces uncertainty and limits reliance on individual 

sensemaking. 
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A second implication concerns managerial enablement through internal service coordi-

nation. Because managers’ ability to onboard depends on HR- and IT-provided enabling 

services, improving onboarding outcomes requires reducing the coordination burden 

placed on individual managers. This points to clarifying ownership, defining escalation 

paths, and improving the reliability of onboarding-critical services so that managers are 

not forced to compensate through personal effort and informal networks. 

A third implication is to deliberately support the relational dimension of onboarding, par-

ticularly in hybrid contexts. Inclusion, reassurance, and informal learning do not emerge 

reliably without facilitation. Organisations should therefore make relational support fea-

sible and consistent – for example through clearer buddy practices, protected time for 

early interactions, and explicit norms that legitimise help-seeking and regular check-ins 

during the early period. 

Finally, these priorities require onboarding management practices that capture whether 

the service actually enables internal customers to feel prepared, supported, and con-

nected across stages. Complementing compliance-oriented indicators with experience-

oriented feedback helps convert recurring friction points into service-level learning, mak-

ing improvements less dependent on local initiative and more repeatable across teams. 

In this way, onboarding can be managed as an evolving internal service rather than 

treated as complete once initial entry tasks have been delivered. 

6.4 Methodological reflections and limitations 

This study was designed as an exploratory qualitative case study, enabling an in-depth 

examination of onboarding as it is experienced by managers and new employees within 

a specific organisational context. This approach supports rich, contextualised insight into 

how onboarding unfolds as an internal service, but it also entails methodological limita-

tions that should be acknowledged when interpreting the findings. 

The study focuses on a single large organisation operating in Finland. While many of the 

challenges identified, such as fragmented onboarding processes, cross-functional de-

pendencies, and the implications of hybrid work, are characteristic of large organisations 

more broadly, the specific configurations of structures, tools, and organisational culture 

are context-dependent. Consequently, the findings are not intended to be statistically 

generalisable. Instead, the study aims for analytical generalisation, whereby theoretical 

insights are developed in relation to existing literature and can be assessed for relevance 
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in comparable organisational settings (Saunders et al. 2016, pp. 205–206). Transferabil-

ity is supported through detailed description of the organisational context and onboarding 

arrangements, but ultimately rests on the reader’s judgement. 

The empirical material consists of interviews with 15 managers and 14 new employees, 

selected through purposive sampling with support from the case organisation. While this 

ensured that participants were directly relevant to the research questions, organisational 

involvement in participant identification may have introduced selection bias. It is possible 

that individuals with particularly negative onboarding experiences or those in highly pres-

sured roles were less likely to be invited or to participate. Nevertheless, the dataset cap-

tures a broad range of experiences across roles, functions, and levels of seniority, 

strengthening the credibility of the findings. 

The study relies on self-reported interview data, which is subject to limitations related to 

recall bias, selective memory, and social desirability. Participants reflected on onboard-

ing experiences that had occurred in the recent past, but these accounts may have been 

shaped by subsequent experiences within the organisation. While triangulation with ad-

ditional data sources, such as onboarding documentation, system usage data, or obser-

vational methods, could have enriched the analysis, this was beyond the scope of the 

present thesis. 

The analytical process followed a hybrid inductive–deductive approach, informed by both 

the interview data and the theoretical frameworks discussed in Chapter 2. While this 

supported strong theoretical integration, it also means that the researcher’s interpreta-

tions influenced how themes were identified, labelled, and connected. This reflexive po-

sition was particularly relevant given the researcher’s familiarity with organisational 

onboarding practices, which informed interpretation while also requiring careful analytical 

distance. Alternative analytical lenses might have foregrounded different aspects of the 

data. To enhance analytical rigour, the analysis followed a systematic process of famil-

iarisation, coding, categorisation, and iterative refinement, with attention to internal co-

herence and clear distinction between themes (Saunders et al. 2016, pp. 579–580, 589, 

610, 612, 626). 

Finally, onboarding practices are shaped by ongoing organisational and technological 

change, including the introduction of new digital tools, organisational restructuring, and 

evolving hybrid work arrangements. The study therefore captures onboarding as it was 

experienced at a particular point in time. While specific practices and tools may change, 

the underlying patterns identified, related to coordination, internal service quality, and 

relational support, are likely to remain relevant beyond the immediate study context. 
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Taken together, these reflections highlight both the strengths and the boundaries of the 

study. The chosen methodology enabled a nuanced and experience-centred analysis of 

onboarding as a shared internal service, while the limitations underscore the importance 

of interpreting the findings as analytically rather than statistically generalisable. 

6.5 Directions for future research 

Building on the findings and limitations of this study, several directions for future research 

can be identified. These follow directly from the study’s conceptualisation of onboarding 

as a shared internal service and reflect both empirical gaps revealed by the case analysis 

and theoretical opportunities arising from the integrated perspective adopted in this the-

sis. 

First, future research could extend the analysis of onboarding as an internal service by 

conducting comparative studies across multiple organisations or sectors. Examining 

onboarding in different organisational contexts would allow researchers to assess how 

governance structures, digital infrastructures, and cultural norms shape internal cus-

tomer experience. Such comparative designs would make it possible to evaluate whether 

patterns identified in this study, such as managers’ dual role, IT-related bottlenecks, and 

variability in relational support, are characteristic of large organisations more broadly or 

specific to the case context. 

Second, quantitative research could build on the conceptual framework developed in this 

thesis by operationalising internal customer experience in onboarding. Constructs such 

as functional, emotional, and social value, as well as perceived internal service quality, 

could be measured and linked to outcomes including engagement, time-to-productivity, 

organisational commitment, and turnover intentions. Large-scale studies of this kind 

would enable statistical testing and refinement of the relationships suggested by the 

qualitative findings and support theory development at the intersection of onboarding, 

internal service quality, and internal customer perceived value. 

Third, longitudinal research designs offer a promising avenue for advancing understand-

ing of onboarding dynamics over time. Tracking new employees and managers across 

the full onboarding period, such as the first three to six months, would allow researchers 

to examine how early expectations, service encounters, and relational experiences influ-

ence later interpretations and adjustment outcomes. Such studies would provide deeper 

empirical insight into the temporal processes highlighted in Feldman’s (1981) phase 

model and Socialisation Resources Theory (Saks & Gruman 2018), which both empha-

sise onboarding as a prolonged and evolving process. 
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Fourth, given the limited attention paid to managers as recipients of onboarding-related 

support, future research could focus specifically on managerial onboarding needs and 

experiences. Studies could explore how internal services support managers in their dual 

role as onboarding facilitators and internal customers, and how differences in managerial 

experience, organisational tenure, or geographical location shape these experiences. 

This line of inquiry would contribute to addressing an identified gap in onboarding re-

search by foregrounding managerial enablement as a determinant of onboarding quality. 

Finally, design-oriented and intervention-based research could examine the practical ap-

plication of service design principles in onboarding contexts. Future studies could imple-

ment and evaluate redesigned onboarding journeys, new coordination mechanisms, or 

structured relational support roles, assessing their impact on internal customer experi-

ence and organisational outcomes. Such research would strengthen the empirical con-

nection between service design theory and HR practice, moving beyond diagnostic anal-

ysis toward evidence-based experimentation and evaluation. 

Together, these directions highlight opportunities to deepen theoretical understanding, 

improve methodological robustness, and enhance the practical relevance of onboarding 

research. By extending the internal service and internal customer experience perspec-

tive adopted in this study, future research can further illuminate how onboarding services 

can be designed to support both new employees and managers in complex organisa-

tional environments. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR NEW 
EMPLOYEES 

1. How long have you been employed at [the organization]?   

2. What is your current role or job title?   

3. Was this your first role at [the organization], or have you changed positions inter-

nally?   

4. Which department or function do you work in?   

5. What is your main location or site?   

6. Do you mainly work on-site, remotely, or in a hybrid model?   

7. Did you complete [the case organisation’s] onboarding remotely or in person?   

8. Before joining, were you given information about what to expect from the 

onboarding process? 

 Follow-up question: For example, some kind of information package via 

email? 

9. Were you aware of who would be your designated manager or supervisor even 

before the first day?  

 Follow-up question: If no, when did you find out? 

10. Did you have a designated buddy or mentor during your onboarding?   

11. Had you worked in a similar role or industry before joining [the organization]?  

 Follow-up question: Did you receive onboarding there? 

12. Can you describe your experience before your first day starting from the moment 

you received a job offer?  

 Follow-up question: How were you contacted? 

 Follow-up question: Was the info useful?  

13. Was anything confusing or missing before you started?  

 Follow-up question: If so, what impact did that have? 

 Follow-up question: How did you address these issues? 

 Follow-up question: Did you have accesses to all necessary systems?  

14. How would you describe your first days or week at the company?  
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 Follow-up question: What worked? What didn’t?   

15. Who or what supported you most during that time?  

 Follow-up question: Manager? A colleague? A system or guide? 

16. Did onboarding continue after the first few weeks?  

 Follow-up question: Were there follow-ups, check-ins, or support?  

17. Did you have opportunities to give feedback on your onboarding experience?  

 Follow-up question: Did you use them? 

 Follow-up question: If yes, how was your feedback received and acted upon?  

18. Looking back, how would you describe the overall onboarding experience?  

 Follow-up question: Any memorable highs or lows? 

 Follow-up question: How does it compare to your previous onboarding expe-

riences in other organizations (if applicable)? 

19. How did the onboarding experience make you feel?  

 Follow-up question: Supported, anxious, lost, confident? 

 Follow-up question: Did the onboarding match your expectations 

 If yes or no, how? 

20. What parts of the onboarding worked well, and what didn’t?  

 Follow-up question: Why do you think that was the case? 

 Follow-up question: Can you provide specific examples? 

 Follow-up question: How would you improve the things that didn't work well? 

21. What advice would you give to improve onboarding for future new employees? 

 Follow-up question: Based on your experience, what would help others or 

what could be improved upon? 

 



104 
 

UNRESTRICTED 

APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR 
MANAGERS 

1. How long have you worked at [the organization]?   

2. How long have you worked in a managerial role?   

3. How many new employees have you onboarded in your current role?   

4. Which department or function do you belong to?   

5. What is your main location or site?   

6. Do you mainly work on-site, remotely, or in a hybrid model?   

7. When did you last onboard a new employee?   

8. Was the employee you onboarded working on-site, remotely, or in a hybrid 

model?  

9. Have you received any formal training or guidance on how to onboard a new 

employee? 

10. When a new employee joined or was about to join your team, how did the process 

start for you? 

 Follow-up question: Were you involved in the decision-making of choosing 

who to hire? 

 Follow-up question: What did you do first? 

 Follow-up question: Who contacted you or who did you contact? 

 Follow-up question: Was it clear what was expected?  

11. What kind of guidance or materials did you receive before the employee’s first 

day?  

 Follow-up question: Who did it come from? 

 Follow-up question: Did it arrive in time? 

 Follow-up question: Was anything missing or unclear?  

12. How did you go about preparing the workspace, tools, or accesses for the em-

ployee?  

 Follow-up question: What went smoothly or not? 

 Follow-up question: Were you supported? 
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 Follow-up question: Did systems work as expected?  

13. What was your experience like during their first week?  

 Follow-up question: What were your responsibilities? 

 Follow-up question: Did you use any onboarding checklist or schedule?  

14. Who else was involved in welcoming or guiding the new employee?  

 Follow-up question: For example, buddy, team members, HR, safety officer, 

IT? 

 Follow-up question: How well did it all come together?  

15. How did you follow up after the first days or weeks? 

 Follow-up question: Did you have any check-ins or feedback loops?  

16. Was there a point where you felt onboarding was ‘complete’? 

 Follow-up question: Or did it feel like it just faded out? 

 Follow-up question: What would’ve made it feel complete?  

17. If you were unsure about anything, did you get the necessary help? 

 Follow-up question: Did you know who to contact? 

 Follow-up question: Who provided you that help? 

 Follow-up question: Were you able to come over the challenges with the help 

that was provided? 

18. Thinking about the whole experience, what stands out - good or bad?  

 Follow-up question: Any moments of frustration or ease? 

 Follow-up question: Anything you’d want to repeat or avoid? 

 Follow-up question: Did you feel like you had clear responsibilities for 

onboarding the employee? 

 Follow-up question: Did you feel like the different departments had coordi-

nated the work well around onboarding?  

19. How did the onboarding experience affect your role as a manager? 

 Follow-up question: Did you feel prepared? Confident? Stressed? 

 Follow-up question: Did the onboarding process / service match your expec-

tations? 
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 Follow-up question: If yes or no, how? 

20. Looking back, what would’ve helped you most as a manager during onboarding?  

 Follow-up question: Any specific ideas, resources, or changes to how different 

teams worked together? 
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