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INTRODUCTION
All too often, the onboarding process for new 
hires feels as if we’re teaching someone how to 
swim by throwing them in the deep end of the 
pool. Without providing anything in the way of 
guidance, vision, or inspiration, we hope that 
their survival instincts will kick in, sparing us the 
effort required to guide new recruits. 

Needless to say, the sink-or-swim approach  
isn’t working. 

According to a 2017 Gallup poll, 88% of employees 
believe their organizations need to improve 
the onboarding process. And it’s not simply 
team morale that’s at stake. The costs to those 
businesses who aren’t effectively integrating 
their new hires can be steep: a 2014 BambooHR 
survey of 1,000 people found that approximately 
33% had quit a job within six months of their start 
date. Of those, one-third reported that lack of 
effective onboarding contributed to their decision 
to quit. 

Successful onboarding leads to better employee 
retention, increases on-the-job performance, 

and results in a happier work force. So why aren’t 
we doing it better (or at all)? 

Perhaps because the challenges in onboarding 
new hires – particularly in engineering – appear 
so demanding. Not only do new hires have to find 
a role for themselves within the typically fluid 
hierarchy of a growing business, they’re also 
expected to familiarize themselves with an often 
byzantine system of protocols, best practices, and 
communication channels. And when you’re trying to 
bring remote engineering employees into the fold, 
those difficulties can become especially pronounced. 

At Andela, we’ve onboarded distributed 
developers onto hundreds of partner teams 
over the past several years. And we couldn’t 
have found success at that kind of scale 
without understanding exactly what it takes to 
successfully integrate engineering teams to help 
build better products, faster. 

If you’re a growing company struggling to 
integrate new engineering hires – whether in-
house, remote, or some combination of the two 
– this guide is for you. 
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Introduction

PRINCIPLES OF  
EFFECTIVE ONBOARDING

We’re going to focus primarily on actionable items that you can take to 
ensure new hires don’t feel like they’re struggling to join the team. But 
before we do, let’s take a brief look at some organizing principles of 
successful team building that underlie all of these steps. 
 
In the desire to get someone onboarded quickly, don’t forget that any job 
is not just the work itself. A new hire needs to understand more than the 
day-to-day routine they’ll take on; they need to see the larger picture – a 
company’s goals, mission, and ethos. 
 
As Allen Price, a San Francisco-based engineering manager, told us, 
“There are millions of awful books about incentivizing employees, but the 
simple truth is that people do their best work when their motivation is 
independent of some carrot I’m dangling in front of them. When engineers 
are doing their work because they want to advance their career, and also 
advance the company’s cause, that’s when people are going to work at 
their full potential.”



ONBOARDING DEVELOPERS

4 / 21

 That kind of alignment only comes with an effective onboarding process, 
where engineers can learn how to be an effective, empowered, and happy 
members of a larger team.
 
The need for speed is understandable – some studies show that it takes 
8 months before developers reach full capacity (whereas you need that 
ticket resolved yesterday) – but putting in the time to fully integrate your 
engineers now will inevitably prove more valuable than addressing short-
term needs. 
 
It’s crucial to ensure that remote developers also receive the training 
and onboarding that an on-site would receive. If remote workers are ever 
going to feel like more than merely contract players, it is essential that 
they feel included and empowered by their onboarding process. 
 
“People need to have the patience to get new hires ramped up and take 
the time to manage that process correctly,” says Michelle Vock, who runs 
Andela’s Account Management team. “A full onboarding can take 90 days, 
and a lot of times companies can get nervous in the first two to three 
weeks. But how can you expect a new developer to close a ticket when 
they don’t know the business logic or aren’t up-to-speed on this new code 
base? Treating developers as straight-up contractors, when you don’t give 
them the context of the greater organizational principles, is never going to 
make for a successful experience.”
 
Alright, let’s get into the nitty gritty. 

When engineers are doing their work because they 
want to advance their career, and also advance the 
company’s cause, that’s when people are going to  
work at their full potential.

Allen Price
San Francisco-based Engineering Manager

“

Introduction
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We’re all familiar with the anxiety and excitement in the days ahead of starting a 
new job, a mind-racing marathon of worst-case scenarios, imagined utopias, or 
both. And when that first day finally arrives, you’re forced to sit at an empty desk 
filling out forms and setting up a work station while strangers mill around you 
actually getting down to work. Let’s try to avoid that. 

The simplest way to ensure arriving to a new office doesn’t feel like a trip to the 
DMV is to get the paperwork out of the way before your new hire even starts. And 
that doesn’t simply mean sending out a pdf of a W-2 – make sure you’ve obtained 
all the necessary information for ID cards, parking passes, and anything else they 
might need. 

Where possible, set up their physical or virtual work station ahead of time. For 
remote employees, this means working with the team your engineer will be joining 
to ensure that their computer is already outfitted with any software or updates 
they’ll need to get started, and create logins to the work-management tools (such 
as Asana and Slack) they’ll be using on the job. 

Some companies working with remote developers ship a laptop to their new hires, 
with all of the necessary licenses and software pre-installed.  If they will be using 
their own device, ensure that they are able to download and register all of the 
software tools they will need to use ahead of their actual start date. 

Ideally your development team has some form of centralized, internal Wiki that 
will help your engineers in their specific day-to-day practices. Get them the 
documentation as soon as possible. 

Primarily it should cover:

i. codebase 
ii. code standards 
iii. team workflows 
iv. team culture 

Before Day 1

BEFORE
DAY 1
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Some other material resources that will help developers get up to speed include 
organizational charts and contact lists, as well as guides to software and tools.
 
This kind of documentation is especially critical for remote engineers, because 
they’re unlikely to learn how to perform small tasks from casual conversation. 
Because remote engineers can’t simply ask someone sitting next to them, this 
information should be as explicit and exhaustive as possible. 
 
Provide access to the appropriate GitHub repos ahead of time. Make sure that 
it’s clear that your new hire doesn’t need to have all of this committed to memory 
before s/he starts – it’s simply important that your new engineer has a look 
through everything and flags any questions or concerns. 
 
To help create a welcoming cultural and social environment, create a virtual 
space for public announcements, birthday celebrations, etc. and invite your new 
hire. This kind of channel can be especially valuable for remote employees who 
might feel detached from the day-to-day events in your office. 
 
And perhaps most important of all: Get them familiar with the big picture. Make 
sure new developers fully understand what it is that your company does, and how 
they will fit into that framework. Typically PowerPoint decks or internal pdf’s will 
do the trick in getting them acquainted with the fundamentals. 
 
Things that can be included:

- Business overview/mission
- Business goals
- Manifestoes on core engineering principles
- Any long-form content pertinent to the work at hand (e.g. pieces that your 
CTO has written)

Before Day 1



DAY 1
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Day 1

The day has finally arrived, and all too often your new engineer is left 
to fiddle with her phone and wait on a Slack channel while waiting for 
someone to tell them what to do. Whether they’re in-office or remote, a 
mentor should welcome your new developer as soon as they walk in the 
door or log on. 

An effective mentor is not necessarily an engineer in a senior position, but 
s/he is someone with experience at the company. In fact, junior developers 
are often better mentors -- they have fewer constraints on their time, will 
probably spend more time in the trenches with your new hire, and many 
new hires will feel more comfortable talking with a peer. 

Keep in mind it’s not the mentor’s role to solve all of a new hire’s 
problems, simply to empower them with the information to figure out a 
problem on their own. The role of the mentor is to provide your new hire 
with everything they need to know, from learning how to use the printer to 
determining if code looks good. An office tour should include everything 
from the bathrooms to the supply closet, as well as casual introductions 
to team members where possible. 

For remote employees, the essentials will be less about navigating a new 
office and more about best practices around availability and idiosyncrasies 
of Slack, Asana, or whatever work tools they will be using. Set up clearly 
delineated guidelines around communication channels. 

DAY 1
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Which Slack channels are critical for a new hire to join, regularly monitor, 
and respond to? Will an email suffice for answering a simple question, or 
is a Zoom call more appropriate? If your company is still trying to navigate 
the seemingly endless opportunities for messaging, a few principles can 
help drive clarity. 

In order to get a yes/no question answered quickly from a specific person, 
a direct message should get the job done. While public Slack channels 
shouldn’t be a license for spamming (ideally), employees should feel free 
to communicate naturally. 

For collaborative, or more instructive, processes, video and voice calls will 
prove far more productive, allowing for quicker, clearer communications. 
Video and voice calls are also easily recorded, especially important if the 
information needs to be reviewed later. Emails are typically more formal 
means of communication – they can serve as documentation for a later date. 

Once the fundamentals are covered, it’s time for our newbie to review 
Business and Engineering Overviews with their mentor, an engineering 
manager, or technical executive. This review should give your new hire a 
good sense of the who’s, the what’s, and the why’s of your business. 

Begin with an introduction to the who’s– the names and faces of everyone 
on the team, explaining who to consult when they have specific questions, 
and who works on what sub team. And make it clear where your new 
employee fits into that org chart, giving them a sense of where they fit into 
the organization. 

The what’s should cover a high-level view of all the products your tech 

team is working on in an architectural diagram, blueprinting how different 
API services integrate with your products, the dashboards used for 
product maintenance, and anything else that goes into your full stack.

The why’s are perhaps the most important part of this presentation. “I 
always called this the preaching part of the onboard process,” Price said. 
“I don’t think it’s enough to just present what we use as a style guide for 
the various programming languages, our code review policy, the sprint 
and agile cadence, but to introduce the core principles that we use to build 
our software. It’s not just nuts and bolts of policy but also the motivation 
behind those policies. Because it’s really important to get buy-in to the 
way we do the work.” 

Arrange lunch with members of the team your new hire is joining - even if 
that means doing it virtually. 

 This type of casual, (hopefully) fun team building is essential to making 
developers feel comfortable in asking questions and making mistakes 
further down the line, so it’s important that you don’t neglect this kind 
of experience for remote team members. While a virtual lunch meeting 
might not feel like the most natural experience for many, once you’ve 
gotten comfortable with the idea of having some digital lunch mates, the 
experience should feel relatively seamless. 

Now it’s time to get down to the work itself. Once the ground rules are 
clear, new engineering hires should be assigned their first project, ideally 
something small and manageable, where the goals are clear and the work 
can be achieved within one-to-two weeks.

Day 1
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Day 1

Pair programming is a highly effective means to guide your new hires – whether 
remote or on-site – through this initial project. “It works especially well with junior 
hires,” Price told us. “Two to four hours working in tandem with another engineer 
creates this cross-pollination, the shared ownership of code, and exposure to 
tricks and optimization, that has network effect on the entire team, not just the 
person you’re onboarding.
 
This is also the perfect opportunity to set expectations, often with a 30 day – 60 
day – 90 day benchmarks. The first 30 days are often centered around learning: 
becoming comfortable with the tools, as well as closing several smaller tickets. 
The 60-day benchmark is focused on building, where a new hire takes on longer-
term responsibilities and ideally is able to complete and implement a larger 
project. And the 90-day benchmark is centered on independence, where hires take 
on new projects independently – this is where hard KPIs can be set to ensure an 
employee has integrated with the team. 

“These goals should provide a set of metrics that everyone is aligned with,” Vock said. 
“Of course in any engineering organization things are going to change over the course 
of three months, so it’s important to let people know that these are not rigid standards 
– if things change they’re not going to be held accountable for old goals.” 
 
It’s also good to set up expectations not simply around the technical job your new 
engineer is expected to fulfill, but also their role in the larger company. Ensure 
that your remote developer has set up one-on-one Zoom meetings with the entire 
engineering team by the end of month one, for example. 



AFTER  
TWO 
WEEKS
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AFTER TWO  
WEEKS
The best way to empower your employee is to keep them focused on their 
initial task and have them ship something small in their first sprint cycle 
with the team. 

And it’s also crucial to ensure that consistent communication doesn’t 
stop after day one. Whether it’s you as a manager, or a dedicated 
onboarding buddy, it’s critical that your new hire has a go-to person for 
any questions or blockers, no matter how small. 

“By end of first sprint, I would always make a point of having a one-on-one 
with a new hire to see how things were progressing,” Allen said. “You know, 
a lot of times people are still feeling trepidatious, so it’s good to look back at 
the work they committed, the problems they encountered, that kind of thing. 
It’s possible they’ll need hand holding for a little bit longer – and that’s fine 
– but it’s something you need to know as a manager.”  

Remember – overcommunication is far better than under-communication, 
especially when you’re working with remote employees. Schedule a video 
check-in at least twice during the new hire’s first week. “It’s really easy 
to get impromptu check-in if they’re in the office,” Allen said. “I can step 
behind their screen and see what they’re up to but I can choose that 
moment, to see how it’s going, and jump in and help. But you just don’t 
get that with remote work. 

After Two Weeks
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“So the key here is creating those touchpoints as strongly as you can. 
Setting reminders to check in with someone, even if it’s a quick Slack 
message, is often enough. If a remote new hire asks me a question in a 
private message, I would respond that it’s probably better answered by 
someone else on the team. I would encourage them to post the question 
in the all-team channel. It’s a gentle redirect that eventually gives me easy 
visibility into how well someone is integrating.”

Gradually opening up these communication channels, rather than 
unleashing them on a new hire all at once can also be an effective 
means to slowly ramp up their integration into the company. It also 
helps establish the right channels for specific types of communication. 
In a workspace that can include dozens of communication tools, it’s 
often unclear if a certain message belongs on Slack, email, Asana, or 
somewhere else entirely. 

Overcommunication is far better than 
under-communication, especially when 
you’re working with remote employees. 

PRO-TIP

After Two Weeks

With remote teams it’s good to learn a team member’s communication 
style as early as possible as well as set expectations around response 
time. Often this presents a challenge due to time zone shifts, but it’s good 
to establish at least a few hours of overlap where you can both be assured 
of receiving a timely response to a question, concern, or quick note. 

Encourage your new team members to feel comfortable managing their 
own time and processes as they take on new tasks. In some ways this can 
be challenging in an environment where you want to help new hires feel 
free to approach a co-worker with any and every stumbling block, but the 
two are not mutually exclusive. The creation of self-management relies 
upon carefully delineated goals and milestones, and can prove to be an 
incredibly valuable skill, especially for remote team members.  

Slowly introduce more of the company to your new employee – not 
simply the people they will be interacting with on a daily basis, but part 
of the larger team. With remote teams, explore the possibility of setting 
up orientation calls with senior management teams, where they can 
explain more about the company history, goals, structure, etc. this is more 
important for remote workers because they are less visible, unlikely to run 
into leadership in the hallways, or join in impromptu happy hours. They will 
feel more valued as an employee if they’re given some face time with the 
execs.



AFTER  
30 DAYS
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AFTER 
30 DAYS
Ensure that a weekly cadence of one-on-one meetings continues – 
don’t let meetings fall from the calendar. Simply because your new hire 
is becoming more acclimated to the way your engineering team works 
doesn’t mean they aren’t going to face new challenges as they become 
more integrated with the company. 

This can be a great opportunity to add more structure to your one-on-one 
meetings, ensuring that the 60 and 90-day goals that you’ve established 
can be met, and encouraging the new hire to share anything that might be 
proving difficult about the job. 
 
If your new developer isn’t tracking to meet the 60 or 90-day goals you’ve 
established, it’s essential to understand why -- have the goalposts changed? 
Is there a roadblock outside of the developer’s control? Was the goal outside 
of your developer’s skill set? Was the time frame unreasonable? 
 
Once you’ve established the why’s, you have to find mutually determined 
solutions to the problems. That might mean reframing the 60/90 day goals 
you set earlier, or experimenting with new ways of working. This is also 
a great opportunity to let your new hire offer feedback on the onboarding 
process – what worked well? What proved useful? What felt extraneous? 

After 30 Days
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After 30 Days

Where possible, avoid overloading your new hire with communications in the 
expectation that they are now a fully-integrated team member. Both remote 
and on-site employees can be easily overwhelmed by the sheer quantity of daily 
messages that are coming in via Slack, email, et al., and still lack the ability to 
assess what messages require immediate attention and what information doesn’t 
concern them. 
 
Also ensure that you are being completely clear in your messaging – this is 
especially important when you are working with a new hire whose cultural 
background might not pick up on certain unspoken cues. 
 
Establish team-building exercises. Don’t worry: we’re not talking about trust falls 
here. This can be everything from happy hours to team hack days – whatever your 
team feels comfortable with. At the very least, create regular hang-outs with your 
remote team member by scheduling virtual lunch meetings. 

Weekly calls with all the remote team members, as well as a dedicated 
#Distributed channel featuring weekend plans and pictures can go a long way 
towards helping incorporate them better. And there is no end to the virtual 
organizations you can set up to encourage bonding, from a book club to virtual 
happy hours. 

Whenever it’s possible, bring remote workers onsite for approximately two weeks 
within their first 90 days, and at least once every six months thereafter. 



AFTER  
60 DAYS
AND BEYOND
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AFTER 60 DAYS 
AND BEYOND
Maintain regular communication between mentor and new hire. While it might 
seem like your new hire is now an old hand around the office, they’ve still got a lot of 
learning to do. By keeping lines of communication open – whether through informal 
conversations or formalized meetings – you will ensure a full, productive integration. 

Set up a meeting with the new hire’s manager to identify goals for improvement, 
establish what kind of work they are enjoying, their challenges, and their 
opportunities for future work. This is also a great opportunity to offer your new 
hire the opportunity to attend an external workshop or bootcamp of their choice 
and then present the material learned to the team
 
Ensure the new hire has been introduced to the key stakeholders, as well as the 
executive team, by this point. Ideally this will ensure that the new hire has gained 
a macro perspective of the business objectives, the roadmap for the company, as 
well as the role s/he will take down the road. 
 
Try to manage a happy balance between flexibility and management (especially 
when it comes to remote workers). Ideally, a successful onboarding process has 
resulted in an employee who feels confident enough to make decisions on their 
own, or feels empowered to take on responsibilities themselves. 

After 60 Days and Beyond



CONCLUSION
Keep in mind that effective hiring and onboarding doesn’t stop after day 
one or week one. To some degree your developers are always in a changing 
workplace -- whether that’s the codebase or their fellow teammates. 

By putting the time and effort to build and execute on a fully realized 
onboarding plan, a company will reap the benefits in the long run. We expect 
a great deal from our engineering and developer teams – by giving them the 
right tools to succeed, they often exceed those expectations. 



https://www.andela.com

