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Forgotten hires: 


How to get onboarding right



Totem is an employee engagement and culture app that provides a 
team space to create a community and deliver positive recognition, 
while business leaders can learn about and gain insights on their 
company culture.


Having seen most work and HR tools built with managers in mind, 
Totem shifts the focus onto employees. Teams use the app to 
share excellent work across their business, recognise and 
celebrate one another, and capture previously hidden insights 
about the company and team they work for.


Totem is currently the only business engagement app on the 
market that uses machine learning to drive always-on analytics 
and insight on a company’s culture. The app constantly analyses 
sentiment within posts and delivers results to HR and business 
leaders – giving full visibility and understanding on when 
engagement increases and decreases across a business.

About Totem
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https://www.totem.team


At Totem, we are passionate about employee experience. 
Fascinated by what the future of work, the office, and employee 
engagement will hold, over the past six months we have surveyed 
and interviewed over 2,500 people across the U.K to understand 
how home-working has impacted our experience at work. 


During our research it became clear that while there were 
numerous benefits to working from home, there was also an 
undercurrent that aspects of the office were being missed. As 
many championed a future without the office we highlighted that 
there was trade off. Our research showed employees were 
struggling to build and maintain familiarity in an online world. 
Without familiarity our ability to communicate is severely impeded 
and with it our ability to collaborate, build relationships and 
operate as a team.


We shared our findings and encouraged organisations to actively 
look for solutions to decreasing familiarity. We were inundated with 
requests for more information and realised that business leaders 
were struggling to understand the psychological impact of home 
working on their employees. Internal surveys and productivity 
measures seemed to be positive yet there was a sense that 
something was wrong. To effectively articulate the challenge 
organisations were facing we decided to follow the journey of new 
employees who started their role between March 2020 and Feb 
2021. We went to the most obvious place to start — the beginning.


Forgotten Hires
How to get onboarding right
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The majority of us can relate to the emotional highs and lows of 
the job hunt. It can leave us exhausted and can reduce our 
confidence and self-belief. We tend to view this experience as 
specific to us however our research showed a clear trend. We 
tracked participants' emotions across the journey from job search 
to the first day in a new role.  57%1 of our respondents recalled a 
rush of excitement when they received their job offer and a further 
27%2 identified an intense sense of relief. This emotional high is 
driven by a feeling of personal validation and reward for our effort 
during the job hunt. Individual confidence peaks at this point. Then, 
we observed that confidence collapses. We called this trend the 
‘confidence curve’. It demonstrates how our confidence builds as 
we interview, peaks when we receive a job offer, then declines as 
we approach our first day. 


The Confidence Curve

1Survey run in Feb 2021 of 1000 U.K based respondents 
2Survey run in Feb 2021 of 1000 U.K based respondents 
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“There was a month post offer which was completely quiet. 
When I got the letter to change my workplace location I was 
actually relieved because at least they still wanted me!”

Female, aged 44

As individuals complete their notice period there is a noticeable 
drop in confidence. 58%3 of the respondents were highly anxious 
the night before their first day in the new role. To explain a 
percentage swing of this size in the elapsed time between job offer 
and first day we would usually look for an obvious event that had 
knocked the participants confidence. The answer was actually 
slightly more obvious. Nothing had happened. 


In the time between accepting the job offer and starting, 
employees received little to no contact from their new employer. 
They went from feeling valued, important and desired to forgotten. 
The familiarity and rapport they had started to build during the 
interview process was lost and self doubt and anxiety had 
increased. This coincided with the drop in their confidence. 



First Day Nerves

Male, aged 35

 “Comms from my new company were transactional.  The 
hiring manager said “look forward to seeing you 1st May” 
which I took to mean, well okay, that’ll be it until then, stop 
emailing.”

3Survey run in Feb 2021 of 1000 U.K based respondents 
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First day nerves are natural, our instinct is to be more cautious 
when we are in unfamiliar surroundings. It is however possible to 
better manage a new starter’s confidence with simple, regular 
contact that sets clear expectations before they start their role. 
This valuable, low cost exercise can dramatically mitigate the 
negative emotions during this period. 


Low confidence impacts the time it takes employees to contribute 
and add value to a workplace. Emotions affect our decision making 
and a person who feels anxious about the potential outcome of a 
choice is more likely to choose a safer option. It reduces the 
likelihood of a new employee putting forward an idea, questioning a 
decision, or pushing forward an agenda. 


Organisations often search for someone who can ‘hit the ground 
running’, yet do not invest to ensure that is a realistic possibility. 
Participants who did not have a clear plan for their first week were 
4.5 x more likely to feel anxious ahead of their first week4. This 
brings us to our first principle for remote onboarding: Manage the 
confidence curve. Design your onboarding experience from the 
moment you make the job offer to maintain an employee’s sense of 
self-worth. This is simple advice but an important challenge that 
organisations need to overcome. By managing the confidence curve 
an organisation can ensure a new employee is actually set up to 
‘hit the ground running’. 
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We were aware from our previous research that employees were 
finding it harder to communicate with their colleagues whilst 
working from home.  We anticipated these issues would be 
exacerbated for new starters. 


Prior to March 2020 most new employees would walk into an office 
and meet their new colleagues in person. Their confidence 
rebounded as they built familiarity with their surroundings. 
Home-working delivers a very different experience. The majority of 
our communication usually comes from our body language and 
tone and we miss this when we communicate on digital channels . 
Emojis are frequently used as we struggle to convey what we 
actually mean with words alone. For a new employee, entering a 
new environment, the challenge is significant. We see it play out in 
our confidence model.


Remote onboarding vs in-person 

In office onboarding: Confidence rebound

Job offer Notice period First day

Employee journey

High

Low

First week First month

Confidence peak

Onboarding experience when working from office
Onboarding experience when working from home

Lack of familiarity 
reduces confidence 

rebound
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Previously, the office experience helped employees build familiarity 
at speed. As they grew accustomed to their colleagues' styles and 
tones, their confidence rebounded. Without the office environment 
to support this, the curve flattens. Employees joining remotely 
require much more time to rebuild their confidence. This has a 
significant impact to the value they can deliver which in turn 
increases their own anxieties. 

When we enter a new environment we inherently want to please. 
Our participants’ biggest worry was meeting expectations in their 
new role. When we join a new role remotely those expectations are 
much harder to understand. Without them we feel uncertain and 
anxious. This leads us to our second principle for remote 
onboarding: Set clear, measurable, expectations. Nearly 60%5 of our 
respondents said their experience of starting a new role remotely 
had felt much harder than previous office-based roles,  and those 
who lacked a clear plan for their first week were 5x more likely to 
have found the experience challenging. By setting clear 
expectations for new starters you will support their confidence 
rebound by creating clarity at a time when they are receiving large 
amounts of information and find it difficult to communicate or ask 
questions. 


Remote onboarding: Slow confidence growth 

5Survey run in Feb 2021 of 1000 U.K based respondents 

“From a job point of view, I felt onboarded within a month, but 
from a personal point of view I am only really starting to get 
there now, which is 3-odd months later, so much slower than 
if I was with my team in-person.”


Male, aged 20
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By achieving these first two principles you will have taken key steps 
to enabling your new employees to be successful. The next 
challenge is helping them to build personal relationships through 
digital channels. Over 50%6 of respondents who had started a new 
role between March 2020 and February 2021 said they were 
struggling to build these relationships with their colleagues. The 
unnatural formality created by video conferencing and the faceless 
avatars on instant messaging tools do not replicate the sense of 
warmth, understanding and familiarity generated when meeting 
someone in person. Intent becomes harder to understand and 
anxieties inhibit discussion. For an organisation, a team that is 
unfamiliar with one another is less effective. For a new employee it 
can feel isolating. 


“In the office you had cues, body language, how people 
present themselves in an interaction, is it a serious talk or 
more laid back. It is much harder to gauge that online so it is 
more tricky in the new role.”



“I feel like I know my teammates, but at the same time I don’t 
at all, I don’t know any of their quirks or how they talk to 
people. How does someone like their coffee? I don’t know, 
that’s usually something you learn in your first week in the 
office.”


Male, aged 20

Male, aged 27
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The impact on those who had started a new role during lockdown 
months (Nov, Dec 2020 and Jan 2021) was even more pronounced. 
Over 50%7 felt it had taken them a month or longer to build any 
relationship with their teammates. The majority, 66%8, felt that 
returning to the office would improve these relationships and 72%9 
of the respondents wanted their future onboarding experiences to 
take place in an office. This leads us to our third remote 
onboarding principle: Invest in building personal relationships. 
When working remotely, we can no longer rely on relationships 
developing organically. We need to actively intervene. Organisations 
need to create the forums and channels to support social 
conversation remotely and mandate the time for employees to 
invest in learning about each other. At Totem, we’ve built a 
workplace culture app that allows employees to engage with each 
other informally, while sharing wins and awarding Kudos for a job 
well done. Taking learnings from how the dating app industry 
helped people make connections, we re-engineered these solutions 
for the workplace. 


“Met anyone? I don’t know if anyone has legs in my office at 
the minute as I haven’t physically met anyone, it’s so bizarre”


“There have been some instances where I’ve misjudged things. 
It can be quite difficult to gauge how existing peers and teams 
engage and get on with each other. The office politics aren’t 
immediately clear”

Male, aged 27

Female, aged 27

7Survey run in Feb 2021 of 1000 U.K based respondents 

8Survey run in Feb 2021 of 1000 U.K based respondents 

9Survey run in Feb 2021 of 1000 U.K based respondents 
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Prolonged home-working is increasing the risk of exhaustion across 
workforces and with it, the likelihood of burnout. Our research 
showed us that the size of an organisation had little bearing on its 
resilience to this10. We observed indicators of employee fatigue 
across organisations ranging from 50 to over 10,000 employees. It 
was most pronounced in new starters. When we start a new role 
we are forced to absorb a large volume of unfamiliar information 
quickly — tasks we need to complete, the systems we need to use 
and the social norms and customs of our colleagues. We then need 
to apply this to meet expectations and demonstrate our worth. For 
the reasons outlined above, doing this remotely is more 
emotionally and cognitively taxing.


Our brains are powerful processors but we all have a limited 
capacity. When faced with a task our brains usually look for 
shortcuts. Psychologists describe this as thinking fast and thinking 
slow, or, System 1 and System 2. We physically feel the difference 
when we are using the two systems. A simple experiment to 
demonstrate this is first working out 2+2, then 18x27. The latter will 
likely require greater concentration but it is not only mentally tiring, 
your body is also involved. Your muscles will tense, your blood 
pressure will rise and your heart rate increases. New employees are 
constantly engaged in this type of mental processing. Until they 
build familiarity and can default to their instinct they face high 
levels of cognitive exhaustion and associated stress. 

There are some key actions you can take to reduce the likelihood of 
this exhaustion. Our fourth and fifth remote onboarding principles 
are to remove ambiguity and keep information relevant. These feel 
simple but our research showed us organisations were failing at 
these basics. 

Reducing Exhaustion

10Survey run in Feb 2021 of 1000 U.K based respondents 11
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Participants reflected on being directed to content repositories to 
‘read up’ on work completed, policies and how-to documentation. 
These repositories were poorly organized and labeled, and often 
impossible to understand without context. Isolated at home and 
unable to turn to colleagues to ask for help, participants spent 
hours trying to understand abstract information. Every additional 
piece of information we ask a new starter to hold in their short 
term memory increases the likelihood of exhaustion. Keep it clear, 
keep it simple. Your goal should be an informed employee, not an 
exhausted one.


Perhaps the most telling metric came when we asked our 
respondents where they would like to work in the future. 46% of 
respondents wanted to return to an office full time, 45% wanted to 
work in a hybrid model. Only 9% desired to continue homeworking. 


Compare this to a poll of the same question we took in July 2020 
when only 22%11 of respondents wanted to return to the office and 
36%12 wanted to continue working at home. 

46% 45% 9%

Respondents wanting 

to return to office full 

time   

Respondents wanting to 

work hybrid, split between 


work and home 

Respondents wanting to 

 work and home


full time 

11Survey run in July 2020 of 250 U.K based respondents 
12Survey run in July 2020 of 250 U.K based respondents 12



While overall sentiment about remote work may have shifted since 
July 2020 due to the challenges we’ve outlined in this report, it’s 
clear that new starters are more keen on returning to the office 
and getting facetime with colleagues


This is despite the office remaining an unknown quantity for most 
new employees. 36%13 of our respondents who had onboarded 
remotely were nervous about returning to the office and cited it 
would feel like they were new again. 


This leads us to our sixth and final principle for remote onboarding: 
Build online and offline onboarding journeys. If someone has been 
in the role for months, but has never visited the shared working 
location, then the experience will be as alien to them as it would 
be for a brand new employee. Very few back-to-work plans take 
into consideration that for a segment of the workforce this will be 
an entirely new experience.  In a future where home-working is 
supported, organisations will need to support both online and 
offline onboarding journeys. Designing it now will put you ahead of 
the curve. 


“It's difficult because I’ve still not met anyone so will I feel like 
an outcast when we go back to the office? It’ll probably take 
me a few weeks to find my feet again.”

“Going into the office for the first time is going to be really 
odd, it’s going to be like a first day all over again.”


Male, aged 27

Female, aged 44

13Survey run in Feb 2021 of 1000 U.K based respondents 13



Manage the confidence curve: Design your onboarding experience 
from the moment you make a job offer to maintain the confidence 
peak

Set clear expectations: Create a clear standard for new starters to 
measure their work against

Invest in building personal relationships: Consciously build 
relationships between employees and support the channels and 
time to do this

Remove any ambiguity: Keep it clear, keep it simple. Your goal 
should be an informed employee, not an exhausted one


Keep information relevant: Don’t overload an employee with 
information that isn’t key to their role as they onboard. They will 
naturally develop an understanding over time. Focus on what is 
required to help them complete their tasks

Build online and offline onboarding journeys: In a future where 
home-working is supported organisations will need to support both 
online and offline onboarding journeys. Designing it now will put 
you ahead of the curve. 


Let’s take stock of what we’ve covered so far.


Our onboarding principles
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Looking to the future

When we think of the future of work we don’t advocate a mandated 
return to the office. Employees will expect greater autonomy and 
we believe new work norms can create real value. Physical space 
and interactions will retain an important and relevant role in our 
workplace culture but organisations need to invest in delivering a 
systematic employee experience regardless of their location. This 
starts from the onboarding experience.


In a broader sense, there are currently two global events affecting 
how we work. Beyond Covid-19 and the crisis of the present, we are 
also in the grips of a technology-led revolution. The nature of our 
work and tasks is changing. The discipline of AI is poorly 
understood and recent evidence suggests it will make our jobs 
more complex, not less. The roles of the future will require a 
greater level of critical thinking. For organisations to remain 
relevant and successful they need to automate their basic tasks 
and deploy their employees to more complex challenges. 
Organisations who unlock their employees' potential will define the 
4th industrial revolution. Investing in employee experience is the 
first step of achieving this.
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For more information, visit www.totem.team
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