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Figure 1. On day 14 the same two hires diverge: a generic 90-minute orientation leaves a CSM
and an engineer still guessing at billing escalation and Friday deploys, while role-specific
modules resolve both—the gap behind 53% feeling unprepared and a 4–8 week ramp delay
per uncovered decision

1.1 The Same Video Failed Both of Them

Here is the conversation I have with a head of People every time I land at a 50–500 per-

son company that knows their onboarding is broken. They pull up the LMS dashboard,

point at the completion rate on the orientation video (usually 91–96%, looks great) and

say some version of the same thing. “Our completion numbers are healthy. People

watch the videos. So why does every manager tell me their hires take three months to

actually contribute?”

Then we sit down with two recent hires from two different teams. A Customer Success

Manager hired six weeks ago. A backend engineer hired the same week. We ask each

of them: “What is the first thing you do when a customer asks a question you do not

know the answer to?” The CSM says “I’d probably Slack my manager.” The engineer

says “I’d probably Slack my manager.” Both answers are wrong for the company, but
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wrong in opposite ways. The CSM should have referenced the playbook in Notion,

used the canned-response library in Front, and tagged a senior CSM only after ex-

hausting the first two. The engineer should have searched the internal wiki, checked

the team’s runbook, then opened a Slack thread tagged with the on-call rotation, not

their manager directly.

Neither hire learned any of that in onboarding. They watched the same 90-minute

company orientation. Then their managers were too busy to fill the gap. So they in-

vented their own approach and the approach is wrong.

4–8 weeks
the documented ramp-time penalty when role-specific decisions are not

addressed in onboarding curriculum — across SaaS sales, customer success,
engineering, and operations roles1

1.2 What Generic Onboarding Actually Teaches

Walk through what the average mid-market onboarding video stack covers in its first

week:

• Company history and mission 10–15 minutes)

• Org chart and leadership intros 15–20 minutes)

• Benefits enrollment walkthrough 20–30 minutes)

• Compliance modules: harassment, security awareness, data handling 45–90 min-

utes)

• Tools tour: Slack, Notion, Gmail, calendar 20–30 minutes)
1Brandon Hall Group, “State of Onboarding 2024,” aggregated across 412 mid-market employers.
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• The CEO’s welcome message 5–10 minutes)

That is roughly three hours of video. Every one of those modules is non-role-specific.

Every hire across the company watches the same thing. And every one of them, on

day 4 or day 7, hits a role-specific decision that none of those videos prepared them

for.

The CSM hits “a customer just escalated about a billing dispute — whose pricing ap-

proval do I need before I respond.” The engineer hits “I am about to merge a hotfix on

Friday afternoon — who has to approve and what is our rollback policy.” The sales-

person hits “a prospect just asked for a discount on the contract I sent yesterday —

am I authorized to offer 5% or do I need to escalate.”

These are not edge cases. These are the 8–15 decisions that define what it means to

do that job at your company. They live in the head of your most senior manager on that

team. They have never been written down. They certainly have never been turned into

video. And when a new hire guesses wrong on one of them in week 2, you have just

bought yourself a re-do that costs everyone time and your customer trust.

1.3 The Ramp-Time Cost, Honestly Computed

The standard industry benchmarks for time-to-full-productivity in 2026
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Role Typical Ramp Definition of Ramp

SaaS Account Executive 4–6 months First quota hit

SDR / BDR 2–3 months First qualified meeting set

Customer Success Manager 2–3 months Manages own book of accounts

Backend Engineer 3–4 months First feature shipped solo

Frontend Engineer 2–3 months First feature shipped solo

DevOps / SRE 4–5 months On-call rotation primary

Support Engineer Tier 2 2–3 months Handles tickets without escalation

Product Manager 3–4 months Owns a roadmap area

The fully-loaded cost of an unproductive hire is approximately twice their salary di-

vided by 12, per month not productive. A $120K AE costs the company $20K/month

while ramping. Compressing a 6-month ramp to 3.5 months saves $50K per hire. A

company hiring 24 AEs a year that compresses ramp by 2.5 months recovers $1.2M

annually — and that is just one role family.

This is the math nobody runs because the cost is diffuse. There is no line item on

the P&L called “ramp inefficiency.” It shows up as missed quota, longer ticket queues,

slower feature velocity, and turnover when the hire gets frustrated and leaves before

they ever became productive.

Key Insight

The single most expensive habit in mid-market onboarding is treating “watching

the videos” as evidence of training. Completion rate is a vanity metric. The

honest metric is whether a hire can answer the 10–15 role-specific decisions

their job requires by day 30. If they cannot, the onboarding has failed regardless

of what the LMS dashboard says.
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1.4 Why The Same Video Fails Both Roles

A generic orientation video is optimized for the lowest common denominator. It cannot

say “approve discounts under 8% yourself” because the engineer in the room does not

approve discounts. It cannot say “always ship feature flags with a kill switch” because

the salesperson in the room does not ship features. So it says nothing operationally

useful to either of them. It tells them about the company’s founding story and the

parental leave policy and how to find the Wi-Fi password.

The video is not bad. It is just answering the wrong questions. The questions a new

hire actually has, in order of urgency:

1. “What does my manager actually expect me to do this week?”

2. “When I hit a decision I do not know, what is my escalation path?”

3. “Where is the source of truth for the thing I am about to do?”

4. “Who is the most senior person on my team and what do they know that nobody

wrote down?”

5. “What is the one mistake everyone in this role makes in their first month?”

A generic orientation answers none of these. A role-specific, decision-driven cur-

riculum answers all of them in the first 4–5 hours of focused video, and the hire is

competent enough to start doing real work by day 5 instead of day 30.
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1.5 The Industry Backdrop in 2026

Metric Value

US mid-market employers using video onboarding 78%2

Average onboarding video length watched start-to-finish 12.4 minutes

Drop-off point on a 60-minute orientation video 18 minutes

Hires who report onboarding “did not prepare me for the actual job” 53%3

Average cost per hire (mid-market US, 2025 $4,683

Average voluntary turnover in first 90 days 14%4

Companies with role-specific onboarding curriculum 23%

Companies satisfied with their current onboarding 32%

The numbers tell the same story from five directions. Most companies use video.

Most hires drop off long before the video ends. Half of all hires report the training

did not prepare them. Only a quarter of companies have role-specific curriculum. The

gap between what is being made and what is being learned is structural — and it is

closeable with a different design, not a bigger budget.

1.6 The Three Onboarding Anti-Patterns

Almost every broken onboarding I have audited falls into one of three patterns. I am

going to name them so you can spot yours.

2ATD “Learning Technology Report 2025,” n=1,140 L&D leaders.
3Gartner HR Research, “2025 Workforce Experience Survey,” n=3,200 hires.
4Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey,” 2025 annual.
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1.6.1 Anti-Pattern 1: The Universal Orientation

Everyone watches the same 90-minute video on day one regardless of role. The video

is friendly, the production value is fine, the CEO smiles. The video tells nobody how

to actually do their job. The CSM, the engineer, and the salesperson all sit through the

same parental leave walkthrough and then learn from their manager (or, more often,

do not learn) what their actual role expects.

1.6.2 Anti-Pattern 2: The Buddy System Without Structure

The company assigns each new hire a “buddy” from their team and tells the buddy to

“answer their questions.” The buddy is friendly and busy. The new hire gets fragments

of context across weeks of Slack DMs. Critical decisions are never addressed because

the new hire does not know what they do not know, and the buddy does not have a

checklist of what to cover.

1.6.3 Anti-Pattern 3: The 200-Page Wiki Dump

The company points the new hire at a Notion workspace with 200 pages of SOPs and

says “read through these in your first week.” The pages were written in 2019 by people

who have since left. Half of them describe systems that have been replaced. The new

hire cannot tell what is current. They give up around page 30 and pretend they read

the rest.

Pro Tip

Open your current onboarding stack right now. For three different roles in your

company, write down the first five things a new hire needs to know to do that

role well. Now check whether any of those five things appear in your current

onboarding material. If fewer than two of five are covered for any role, you are

running one of the three anti-patterns. We will fix it in the rest of this book.
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1.7 What This Book Will Build For You

Eight chapters. The system gets gradually more sophisticated, but it never requires a

learning-design degree, a custom LMS, or a six-figure production budget. By the end

you will have:

• A role map for any role in your company that surfaces the 8–15 critical decisions in

the first 30 days

• A 30-minute manager interview that extracts the SOPs sitting in your most senior

teammate’s head

• A video structure that uses 5–7 minute micro-modules with branching context, not

90-minute monoliths

• A quiz and manager-check-in loop that catches misalignment in 48 hours instead

of 4 weeks

• A captions, localization, and refresh cadence that keeps content current instead of

stale

• Metrics that measure time-to-competence honestly, not video completion

• A 2-week pilot launch playbook that proves the model with one role before scaling

Case Study

The Series B SaaS That Cut AE Ramp From 5Months to 3

A 180-person Series B SaaS in the marketing analytics space came to me be-

cause their AE ramp time was bleeding cash. They were hiring 2–3 AEs per

quarter, and the average time-to-first-closed-deal was 5.2 months. The com-

pany calculated their fully-loaded AE cost at $22K/month, meaning each AE rep-

resented $50K–$60K of pre-productivity burn. We rebuilt onboarding around

11 role-specific decisions the senior AE had been making automatically for two
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years. Twelve micro-modules of 5–7 minutes each. Three manager check-in

moments tied to quiz outcomes. End-of-week 4 9 of 11 decisions answered

correctly by 80% of new AEs in the cohort. End-of-week 12 average time-to-

first-closed-deal dropped to 3.1 months. Net savings on the next 8 hires: $320K.

The onboarding rebuild took 14 person-days. The ROI conversation was over

before it started.

Get the complete book — https://shop.pragma.vision
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