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INTRODUCTION

Why onboarding
is foundational to
successful software

Most customers don’t churn because your product failed.
More often than not, they just never figured out how to
succeed with it. Although it's important to continuously
demonstrate value to software users, the first time
someone uses your product is critical—they either reach
value quickly, or quietly disappear.




This is where onboarding comes in. User onboarding is
the process by which new users become proficient in a
software application. At Pendo, we believe that the most
effective onboarding happens inside software. Instead
of hosting a one-off live training session or sending
documentation and hoping for the best, teams can build
in-app onboarding experiences that walk users through
key functionality and guide them to value.

In other words, onboarding is more than just a box to

check—it’s the foundation for long-term success, for both

your users and your business.

Onboarding is how you shape behavior,
drive software adoption, and prevent
problems before they happen.

When users understand how to use your software the
right way from the start, they’re morea likely to unlock
value and continue engaging securely and efficiently.
Get it wrong, and users don't just leave—they might first
misuse your product, create security vulnerabilities, or
flood your support team with avoidable issues.
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The shift to intelligent onboarding

Forward-thinking teams are shifting away from static,
one-size-fits-all onboarding experiences toward tailored
onboarding that’s iterative and adaptive.

With real-time data and behavioral insights, teams can
personalize onboarding flows, adapt in-app guidance
dynamically, and identify friction before users disengage. In
this way, onboarding becomes a contextual experience that
learns from your users and evolves with your product. When
done right, it's one of the most powerful levers you have to
reduce friction, deliver lasting value, and increase retention.

Al is only further accelerating this evolution. With Al, teams
can combine more data sources and analyze them faster
than ever before, enabling the creation of onboarding flows
that are hyper-specific to users’ needs. Al can also analyze
user behavior in the product to quickly identify engagement
patterns and proactively suggest features or content to
highlight during onboarding.

Throughout the rest of this guide, you'll learn how to

build data-driven onboarding that not only educates, but
retains—helping you boost product adoption, reduce support
overhead, and set the stage for long-term engagement.




CHAPTER 1

The connection
between onboarding
and retention

The work to increase user retention should begin
at onboarding. This early stage of the user journey
is your greatest opportunity to shape behavior,
demonstrate value, and build confidence. When
done well, onboarding sets the foundation for long-
term engagement. When done poorly—or skipped
altogether—it becomes the silent killer of retention.

Let’s break down four key ways onboarding directly
influences user retention.

How to build user onboarding that boosts retention
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1. Onboarding drives activation 2. Onboarding accelerates time to value
Before you can retain a user, you must first activate them. Time to value (TTV) is the amount of time it takes for a user
Activation represents the moment a user experiences the to achieve their first success in your product. The longer this

core value of your product for the first time—whether it's takes, the more likely users are to abandon it. On the flipside,
creating a dashboard, inviting a teammate, or exporting the faster a user sees results, the more likely they are to
their first report. come back.

Effective onboarding accelerates this journey by: Onboarding shortens TTV by:

e Removing confusion with clear instructions and in- Guiding users through high-impact actions first

product guidance R o . .
Eliminating friction with smart defaults, pre-filled

o Highlighting the most important first steps, not templates, and contextual cues that reduce effort
everything at once

Removing distractions that dilute the software experience

e Giving users a fast path to meaningful value

In the end, every user who fails to activate is a churn
risk—and onboarding is how you ensure they never fall
through the cracks.
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3. Onboarding reinforces habit loops 4. Onboarding builds trust and confidence

Retention isn’t just about a good first impression—it’s Most new users will arrive to your software with some level of
about creating lasting behavior and habits. Onboarding skepticism since they don’t yet trust your product or their ability
is the best time to introduce the repeatable patterns to use it. Onboarding is your chance to change that.

that you know will turn new users into loyal ones. In o )
Trust-building onboarding makes users feel supported—not

overwhelmed—and proactively answers questions before they

other words, effective onboarding doesn't just show

users how to use your product—it shows them how to

. . become blockers. It also reinforces the feeling that “this product
make your software part of their routine.

is made for me,” which you want every user to experience as
Here are three key attributes of habit-forming soon as possible. Since confident users will engage more often
onboarding experiences: and more deeply, a guided onboarding experience helps make

them feel in control and eager to continue.
01 They prompt users to take key actions
consistently (e.g. daily check-ins, weekly reports)

A tale of two software experiences
They offer immediate rewards or reinforcement

(e.g. visual progress, confirmation messages) @ @
Th ncour investment ( tin s t Without effective user With effective user
ey encourage investment (e.g. getting users to onboarding onboarding
personalize their experience or add data)
Users feel lost or Users are guided to
overwhelmed value quickly
High early Strong activation and
abandonment habit formation
Low confidence, no Trust and motivation
emotional buy-in to continue
Poor retention across Measurable improvement
cohorts in retention




CHAPTER 2

How to build effective
in-app onboarding
As you learned earlier, the most effective way to

deliver user onboarding is inside your software. In-app
onboarding not only allows you to meet users where they

are—it also enables more personalized and intelligent
experiences that adapt to users’ needs.

When thinking about how you’ll build in-app onboarding,
consider three critical elements: in-app guides, product
analytics, and user feedback.
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In-app guides

How to build user onboarding that boosts retention

This is arguably the most important part of in-app onboarding. You need to be able to walk users through key features inside your
software with contextual tips and interactive content. Ideally, the tool you use will offer a variety of in-app guide formats to leverage.

Here’s a quick overview of types of in-app guides:

Helpful tip

Click here to create a
custom dashboard.

Take a quick tour to
get acquainted

Tooltips

These are brief, informational messages

triggered by a user action and usually
anchored to a specific element in the
product. are an effective way
to answer FAQs or provide additional

context during onboarding.

Lightboxes

This in-app message often dims

or darkens the rest of the page to
emphasize the content. Because
lightboxes can be intrusive, they're
best for important notifications that
require acknowledgement, like the
beginning of your onboarding flow.

Welcome!
We're glad you're here.

) Run a Report

) Create a Dashboard

Trigger an Email

40% Complete

Powerful lists and
organization.

Walkthroughs

These multi-step in-app messages
are designed to walk software users
through a complete workflow or task,
like how to set up your profile after
logging in for the first time.

On-demand resources

This is when resources live inside the
product where users can access them
at any time. Pendo customers use the

to house onboarding
materials, release notes, tutorial
videos, and more.


https://www.pendo.io/glossary/tooltips/
https://support.pendo.io/hc/en-us/articles/360031866712-Overview-of-the-Resource-Center

Product analytics

While in-app guides serve as the foundation of in-app
onboarding, it's equally important to utilize data to
optimize your onboarding.

Most notably, data from a product analytics tool can
help you choose which features correlate with long-term

success in the product and therefore should be introduced
to users during onboarding.

-

Build in-app onboarding around the
features and workflows that users
need in order to accomplish their
most important tasks.

It might be tempting to show new users all of your
product’s great features, but it’s best to build onboarding
around only the most relevant features—namely those
that users need in order to accomplish their most
important tasks. This not only gives them the right
foundation of product knowledge, it prevents them from
feeling overwhelmed at the outset of their usage.
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The makeup of your in-app onboarding will also largely

depend on what you're looking to achieve, whether it’s to
increase awareness and adoption of key features or drive
conversions from freemium and/or free trial experiences.

For example, you can use product analytics data to better
understand which actions in the product lead to outcomes
like positive customer sentiment, retention, or trial
conversion, and ensure your onboarding flow directs users
to those actions.

After you've launched your onboarding flows, you should
also leverage analytics to understand how users interact
with your product—and where there are friction points.
Analytics are essential to measuring how onboarding flows
are performing and what can be improved.


https://www.pendo.io/product/analytics/

Here are some key metrics that will help you understand the
effectiveness of your onboarding process—and identify where
you need to iterate.

e Onboarding completion rates: How many users
successfully complete the onboarding flow? To find this,
divide the number of users who finished onboarding by the
total number of users in the onboarding cohort.

» Guide engagement: Are users interacting with your
onboarding guides? Through research for Pendo’s Product
Benchmarks, we found that the average guide engagement
rate for companies of all sizes is 28.5%.

o Time to value: How long does it take users to adopt a
core feature after logging in? Our research shows that the
average time to value for companies of all sizes is 1.5 days.

« Feature adoption: Are users engaging with your core
features after onboarding? On average, only 6% of features
drive 80% of click volume in software.

o Time on app: How long are users spending on your mobile
and web apps? The average time to compare is 12.8
minutes on web apps and 5.7 minutes on mobile apps.

« Retention rates: Are users sticking around after the initial
onboarding? For companies of all sizes, average one-
month user retention is 38%
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Bonus tip: Use a session replay tool to visualize

how customers are moving through your onboarding
experience or using your product in order to see exactly
where they’re running into issues. This gives crucial
context to product analytics data, for example if you
see drop off in an onboarding walkthrough and want to
understand what’s causing the friction.

-

Looking for more KPIs to drive your
onboarding strategy? Checlk out the
10 KPIs every product leader needs to

know in 2025.



https://www.pendo.io/product-benchmarks/
https://www.pendo.io/product-benchmarks/
https://www.pendo.io/product/session-replay/
https://www.pendo.io/resources/the-10-kpis-every-product-leader-needs-to-know/
https://www.pendo.io/resources/the-10-kpis-every-product-leader-needs-to-know/
https://www.pendo.io/resources/the-10-kpis-every-product-leader-needs-to-know/

User feedback

Collecting real-time user feedback will help you
continuously improve the onboarding experience. Is
something in the flow confusing? Are users frustrated
about a certain step? In-app feedback capture is the
fastest way to find out.

After your onboarding flows are live, use in-app surveys
and polls to ask customers for feedback on their
onboarding experience. Soliciting this feedback in-app
means users’ onboarding experience will be fresh in
their minds, making them more likely to respond—and
respond honestly.

| Poll

On a scale of 1-5,
how would you rate your
onboarding experience?

o

4

It's also useful to deliver surveys and polls at strategic
moments in users’ workflows. For example, avoid asking
for feedback when users are still in the middle of an
onboarding flow or task. Instead, serve an in-app survey
or poll after a user has completed an onboarding step or
the entire experience.



https://www.pendo.io/product/listen/

4 ways to optimize your in-app onboarding

With those three overarching components in mind, let’s go over
four best practices for building successful in-app onboarding.

01. Personalize as much as possible

Your software likely serves multiple types of users with
different needs and workflows required to utilize the product
effectively. Rather than delivering the same onboarding
experience to all users, personalization makes onboarding feel
relevant and tailored, helping to increase engagement and
speed up time to value.

This can be as simple as asking users what they want to
accomplish in your product when they first log in, and adjusting
the onboarding path accordingly. It can also involve using
known metadata to segment your user base and dynamically
serve different onboarding flows. This not only improves the
experience for each user, but also reduces unnecessary friction
and confusion by removing irrelevant content.

Ways to segment your onboarding guides:

o Job title
¢ Industry
o Permission level in the product
e Free trial vs. paying customers

How to build user onboarding that boosts retention

02. Focus on value, not features

It's easy for onboarding to become a feature tour that
overwhelms new users with options—rather than
guiding them to value. The best in-app onboarding
shifts the focus from what your product can do to how
it helps users succeed. This might mean walking users
through a specific workflow that is foundational to
using your software, like setting up their dashboard or
creating their first report.

When users quickly experience your product’s value,
they’re more likely to stay engaged and explore further.
Instead of pointing out every feature, center your
onboarding around the functionality and tasks that will
expedite time to value.

13

-
PRO TIP
Use a product analytics tool to determine the
features that expedite time to value, for example by
identifying which ones are used by customers with
high retention rates.

\
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03. Provide onboarding resources on-demand

No matter how well-designed your onboarding is, some
users will skip it, forget parts of it, or run into questions later.
That’s why it’s important to also provide on-demand training
materials inside your product.

This way, users can access content like tutorials, guides,
or FAQs without needing to leave the product or disrupt
their workflow. Embedding a help center, resource hub, or
contextual tooltips that users can revisit extends the life of
your onboarding experience—and reduces the reliance on
your support team.

04. Don't neglect out-of-product channels

Just because your onboarding experience lives inside your
software doesn’t mean you should ignore other channels.
Remember: Onboarding is one part of a user’s broader
experience, and you want it to feel connected to the rest of
the ways you engage with customers.

For example, you might also send new users an email to
welcome them to the product, provide key resources, and
encourage them to log in. Email is also an effective way to
re-engage users who dropped off and didn’t complete the full
onboarding experience.



https://www.pendo.io/product/orchestrate/

REAL WORLD EXAMPLES

In-app onboarding
that made an impact

It's one thing to learn onboarding strategies and tactics—
it's another to see how real companies are bringing them
to life. In this section, we're going to walk through four
examples of in-app onboarding that drove measurable
business results. We hope these will help inspire your own
efforts and get you thinking about what'’s possible with
data-driven, iterative in-app onboarding.

F

How to build user onboarding that boosts retention
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Personalizing based on users’
experience level

In the past, onboarding experience
consisted of a simple five-step welcome guide. This saw
limited user progression beyond the second step, leading
to high drop-off rates. By leveraging Pendo Analytics,
UserTesting identified that while 99% of invited users
created accounts and logged in to their software, many
did not proceed to draft a test—a critical action for
realizing the platform’s value.

As a next step, the team ran an unmoderated study

on their Human Insight Platform to understand the
“why” behind user challenges during onboarding. They
used these insights and to build a more
personalized onboarding experience that included an
introductory video and product walkthroughs.

How to build user onboarding that boosts retention

Filters
() Age

e filtars.an tha siahs [] Gender
(] Industry
(7] Job role

Tip: Don't forget to choose a country.

Use this filter to limit your selection to one
or more countries. In the US, you can D Countries

(Defaults to all)
select one or multiple states.
[] Social networks
(] Parental status

[ ] Operating

The onboarding guides were tailored based on a user’s
experience level: experienced users received tips on
advanced features, while new users got step-by-step
assistance on more foundational tasks. This strategic
overhaul led to a 29% increase in users reaching the
“Draft Test” stage, indicating improved activation and
retention rates.

ONBOARDING IMPACT

o increase in usage of
o key features



https://www.pendo.io/customers/how-usertesting-revolutionized-onboarding-and-engagement-with-pendo/
https://www.pendo.io/product/in-app-guides/

Giolo

Leveraging data to identify which
features to highlight

Previously, the team lacked visibility into which features
influenced conversion and where users encountered friction
in Grasshopper, one of the company’s longest-standing
homegrown products. Using , GoTo identified
key behaviors that correlated with trial-to-paid conversions,
and then used this data to build a new onboarding experience
for free trial users.

GoTo leveraged Pendo Guides to design targeted in-app
onboarding flows to guide trial users toward these key
actions. Rather than offering a one-size-fits-all experience,
they tailored onboarding content based on users’ roles and
behavior patterns—highlighting the most relevant features at
the right moment.

How to build user onboarding that boosts retention 17

Maceanac 2 Lalle  Evtancianc _ Settings Rep!

Instant Respor R Your Phone Nu
Get to know the greetings (800) 7154083

Main greetings are what people hear first
when they call you. The away greeting is useful
when you're out and not taking messages

Add Additional N

s them with menu Extension greetings are unique to each r
t person or department. extension you set up. These have extra options, SJ Visit the Vo

like voicemail and name recordings.
SOUND MORE PR(

hen closed. Callers
ay greetings.

This personalized in-app approach helped trial users
reach value faster, and led to a 4% increase in GoTo's
overall trial-to-paid conversion rate—which resulted in
an additional $130,000 in revenue.

ONBOARDING IMPACT

o increase in overall trial-to-
o paid conversion rate



https://www.pendo.io/customers/how-goto-uses-pendo-to-power-work-for-millions-of-users-and-grow-the-bottom-line-efficiently/
https://www.pendo.io/product/analytics/

¢ essity

Scaling onboarding for thousands of
employees

, a global leader in hygiene and health, faced the
challenge of onboarding 1,200 employees across 38
countries to their Tork Vision Cleaning Service platform
during the pandemic—a time when traditional in-person
training wasn't feasible.

To address this, Essity leveraged Pendo to provide the

How to build user onboarding that boosts retention 18

Using Pendo, Essity was able to proactively transform
cleaners’ behavior and ensure the company lived up to
the promises it made to its customers.

ONBOARDING IMPACT

employees
1 onboarded across
, 38 countries

best user experience possible and ensure employees were
making the right choices when using their platform, so that
they could work as efficiently as possible. The team used
Pendo Analytics to understand exactly how their customers’
cleaning crews were using the platform, so they could easily
identify areas where the product could be improved. They
were also able to zero in on the spots that were causing user
friction, so they could provide customized support in-app
with Pendo Guides.



https://www.pendo.io/customers/how-essity-scales-employee-onboarding-and-accelerates-software-adoption-with-pendo/

/) CIN7

Guiding users to value based on their
specific needs

After using Pendo Analytics to examine their trial-to-paid
conversion rate, Cin7 saw that 68% of free trial users never
logged back in, translating to $4 million in lost revenue a

year. They dug in further and uncovered the root of the issue:

When customers logged in, they struggled to navigate the
existing trial landing page—users would go straight to Cin7’s
dashboard, then log out.

In order to better—and more quickly—lead trial users to
value, the team created personalized onboarding based on
user metadata (like name and company) and deeper insights
(like industry), which they gathered from Pendo-powered in-

app polls.

Within a week, they built a product tour with Pendo Guides
that appeared upon first login and directed customers out of
the Cin7 dashboard and towards high-value pages. They also
ensured these guides were easily accessible at any time in
the Resource Center.
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Welcome to Cin7 Core

This shift in strategy quickly made a positive impact on
Cin7’s user experience and business outcomes. 65% of
trialists completed the product tour, and 51% of those
users went on to a more specialized walkthrough. One of
the tours even halved users’ time to value—from 3 days
to 1.5 days. From a business perspective, trialists who

completed the tour were 75% more likely to convert to

paying customers and overall engagement increased by
10% per month.

ONBOARDING IMPACT

o faster time to value
o for trial users




CONCLUSION

Building retention-
driving onboarding
experiences

Onboarding is more than just a welcome sequence—it’s your
product’s first promise to users. And when done right, it helps
activate new users, build trust, and lay the foundation for
long-term retention. By focusing on personalization, habit-
building, and continuous improvement, you can design in-app
onboarding experiences that not only reduce churn but also
create loyal, engaged customers.

Most importantly, remember that onboarding is an evolving
part of your product that should grow with your users and
your business. Start simple, measure results, and keep
iterating—just like with the rest of your product strategy.

How to build user onboarding that boosts retention
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Pendo helps teams build scalable, data-driven
in-app onboarding experiences that drive
adoption and increase retention.

Getademoto seeitinaction.
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