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Objective. To develop and assess the usefulness of a structured onboarding process and tool at a school
of pharmacy to improve the overall onboarding experience for new faculty members.

Methods. An assessment of a previously existing, informal onboarding process was conducted from
January 1 to February 28, 2017. A structured onboarding tool was developed based on interviews with
nine recently hired faculty members regarding their experiences with this legacy, unstructured
onboarding process. Nine faculty members who onboarded while the legacy onboarding process
was in place and six faculty members who onboarded after the new, onboarding tool was in place
were included in the study. The experience of the pre-tool cohort was compared to that of the post-tool
cohort.

Results. More positive responses in the post-tool cohort were obtained compared to the pre-tool cohort
in regard to timeline, expectations, and mentorship. More negative responses for the post-tool group
were observed for communication. Overall utility of the onboarding tool changed from 56% (pre-tool
group) to 80% (post-tool group). Free text feedback included recommendations to rearrange tasks
throughout the onboarding process; clarifying mentor responsibilities and expectations; and providing
an overview of the checklist to new faculty members on day 1.

Conclusion. Overall, a structured onboarding process tool improved the onboarding experience for
new faculty members. Given the lack of literature regarding a structured onboarding process in the
academic setting, further refinement and analysis of the onboarding tool is needed.
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INTRODUCTION

How new employees are assimilated into an organi-
zation can determine their short-term and long-term
success, yet only 32% of companies provide a formal
onboarding experience for new employees.' A successful
onboarding experience provides opportunities to better
acclimate to a new environment, perform key job tasks
more quickly, learn about the organization’s mission and
values, learn how to access resources, and determine how
he or she may contribute to institutional growth and suc-
cess. The onboarding process can set any new employee
up for early success and increase task efficiency, two key
factors that contribute to employee satisfaction and over-
all job performance.? An unsuccessful onboarding expe-
rience in academia, specifically, can lead to faculty
members not fitting in well with the organization’s cul-
ture, having unrealistic expectations, lacking an under-
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standing of organizational goals, and being unable to
build relationships.’

The majority of new employees are able to perform
most of their required tasks at a functional level within
three months of starting a new position.' The first 90 days
of working for a new employer have been identified as
a critical time period for new team members to gain
efficiency, confidence, and develop a commitment to
the organization.>* Employees who participate in an
onboarding program are 69% more likely to be retained
after three years compared to those who do not.* Some of
the most successful onboarding programs begin assimi-
lation prior to an employee’s first day." In academia, pre-
employment onboarding processes are ideal for faculty
positions given the often lengthy time period between a
faculty member’s hire date and start date. A properly
designed and structured onboarding system leads to in-
creased job satisfaction and decreased employee turn-
over.!

There is minimal literature regarding a structured
onboarding process for faculty members. However, the
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onboarding of new faculty members has been referred to
as “a critical strategic event. . .that involves a significant
investment of time, attention, effort, and money.”3 Given
the resources, relationships, and training necessary for
new faculty members to be successful in the academic
setting, it is important for institutions to explore ways to
improve faculty onboarding. The purpose of this project
was to determine how a structured onboarding process ata
school of pharmacy could be used to improve the overall
onboarding experience for new faculty members.

METHODS

An assessment of the previously existing, informal
onboarding process was performed at the Virginia Com-
monwealth University School of Pharmacy in Richmond,
Virginia. From January 1, 2017, to February 28, 2017,
nine faculty members hired within the previous two years
were interviewed to identify what orientation activities
occurred during their informal onboarding process. Fac-
ulty members interviewed were from the Departments of
Medicinal Chemistry, Pharmaceutics, and Pharmacother-
apy and Outcomes Sciences. Key administrative person-
nel were also interviewed to determine what steps were
taken when a new employee was onboarded. Each inter-
view was designed to identify components of the legacy
onboarding process that had proved to be helpful as well

as those that had been unhelpful or absent from the pro-
gram. Questions asked during the interviews are provided
in Table 1.

A thorough literature search was performed to iden-
tify any onboarding standards of practice in the academic
setting. PubMed, Ovid, Google Scholar, and ERIC data-
bases were searched using a combination of key words
including onboarding, cost, faculty, orientation, aca-
demic, academia, new, hire, and value. A single article
was found regarding academic onboarding of medical
school faculty members.’

Following review of the legacy, unstructured
onboarding process and the literature search, meetings
were conducted with departmental administrators, infor-
mation technology personnel, and human resource pro-
fessionals in order to identify the necessary components
of the onboarding process and resources needed for new
faculty employees. In these meetings, a pharmacy school
faculty or staff member was selected to serve as a contact
for each component of the onboarding process identified
based on their expertise and ability to provide support for
the new hire. In addition, establishing a contact provided
accountability to the process and ensured faculty mem-
bers were onboarded in a timely manner. This informa-
tion, along with the feedback from faculty interviews, was
then used to construct the new onboarding tool.

Table 1. Questions Asked of Recently Hired Faculty Members Prior to Implementation of an Onboarding Tool in a School

of Pharmacy

Who is your department chair?

How soon before your start date did you begin receiving onboarding emails/documents from the school of pharmacy (eg,

registration forms, instructions for first day, etc.)?

When did you receive your VCU HR packet (eg, before/after your start date)?
Did you receive any emails from your department chair or a representative prior to your start date?

Who facilitated your onboarding process?
How would you describe your first day?

Were the following activities conducted on or before Day 1 of your employment?

Parking permit obtained

Tour of the school/health system
Access to VCU system granted
Shown to desk/office

Provided necessary equipment (eg, laptop, laboratory equipment, etc.)
Introduced to other faculty members you would be working with Any social activities

Overview of school policies, job expectations, etc.

How long was your onboarding process? Do you feel your onboarding process was long enough or could it have been shorter?
Did anyone reach out to you to schedule meetings with you over the first 2 weeks of employment? Who were they?

Is there anything you wish you would have been exposed to or trained on that you felt was overlooked or there was no time for?
What did you enjoy or receive the most benefit from with the current onboarding process?

What were your social interactions over the first 3 months? Did people reach out to you? Were there any functions organized so you

could get to know your peers?

Have you experienced any beneficial onboarding activities at other institutions that you feel VCU should consider?

Do you have any additional comments?
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The new onboarding tool consisted of a list of tasks to
be completed by the employee, along with a list of corre-
lating resources (ie, website and policy links) and contact
information for administrative personnel (tool is available
upon request from authors). Each task was given a com-
pletion date. The onboarding tool was distributed to new
faculty hires immediately following contract completion
and prior to their start date. The target date for completion
of each task outlined in the tool was set for 60 days after
the new hire’s first day on campus. The onboarding tool
was designed to be maintained by the new faculty mem-
ber. Following completion of the onboarding tool, an
administrative version was created and given to key su-
pervisory and administrative personnel to ensure trans-
parency and accountability throughout the onboarding
process.

A survey was created to assess the new, structured
onboarding process; determine aspects that needed fur-
ther improvement; and provide data for comparison with
the legacy onboarding process. The survey instrument
consisted of 10 questions that were rated using a five-
point Likert scale along with a free text box for additional
feedback. The questions were formulated based on four
areas of need identified during faculty and administrator
interviews: consistent communication of expectations; a
timely onboarding schedule; provision of onboarding re-
sources; and the establishment of a mentor relationship
(Table 2). Survey responses were then grouped into three
categories, agree/strongly agree, neutral, and disagree/
strongly disagree.

The survey instrument was distributed to nine fac-
ulty members who were hired within the previous two
years under the older, legacy onboarding process and
five faculty members who were hired between June
and August 2017, after introduction of the new, struc-
tured process that used the onboarding tool. Survey re-
spondents who participated in the previously existing
onboarding process were identified as the “pre-tool
group” while those who participated in the new, struc-
tured onboarding process were identified as the “post-
tool group.” The new faculty members had received the
new onboarding tool following the signing of their con-
tract, and received the onboarding survey 60 days after
their first day on campus. All responses were de-identi-
fied prior to collection. No statistical tests were used to
compare the differences between the groups. This study
was submitted to the VCU Institutional Review Board
for exemption and approved.

RESULTS
Members of the pre-tool group consisted of six as-
sistant professors and three associate professors. Six
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members were employed in the Department of Pharma-
cotherapy and Outcomes Sciences. Each of the three
remaining members were employed in the Department
of Medicinal Chemistry, Department of Pharmaceutics,
and the Dean’s Office, respectively. The post-tool group
consisted of three assistant professors and one associate
professor within the Department of Pharmacotherapy and
Outcomes Sciences, and one associate professor within
the Department of Pharmaceutics. One new faculty hire
was a VCU Health-System employee and the others were
hired externally. All pre- and post-tool group members
successfully completed their onboarding surveys. Survey
results are presented in Table 3.

Survey results from the pre-tool group demon-
strated opportunities for improvement in the four
previously mentioned categories of communication,
timeline, expectations, and mentorship. Fifty-six percent
of faculty members in the pre-tool cohort were not pro-
vided with a list of onboarding activities prior to their
first day of work; 44% were provided with an itinerary
that included an outline of their first day, parking direc-
tions, and identification of a point person. As expected,
only 22% of pre-tool respondents were assigned a men-
tor that was available throughout the onboarding pro-
cess. Results for the pre-tool group showed positive
responses with regards to morale and job preparedness,
with 89% of respondents in the pre-tool cohort stating
they were adequately supplied with the tools needed to
begin their jobs within the first week, felt welcomed by
existing staff members, and understood their job expec-
tations within the first month.

One hundred percent of respondents in the post-tool
cohort agreed that the new onboarding system was timely,
adequately outlined their expectations and organizational
goals, and was led by welcoming team members. How-
ever, some found the onboarding process prior to the first
day of work to be suboptimal. While 80% of new em-
ployees received a detailed itinerary, 60% ultimately
did not understand the necessary training and paperwork
required prior to day 1. Less employees in the post-tool
group felt they were adequately supplied with the neces-
sary tools to perform job functions compared to the pre-
tool group. Sixty percent of the post-tool cohort reported
that they were assigned a mentor who was available to
them throughout the onboarding process.

DISCUSSION

Assessment of the legacy, unstructured onboarding
process and the new structured onboarding tool demon-
strated improvements in the new onboarding process as
well as opportunities for further improvement. Overall,
the use of an onboarding tool resulted in a higher
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Table 2. Onboarding Assessment Survey Administered to New Faculty Members in a School of Pharmacy

Please answer the following questions regarding your onboarding

experience using the following scale:

1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly

Agree

Focus of Assessment

Prior to my first day, I understood the necessary paperwork and

training I should complete

I received an itinerary outlining my first day, which included parking

and the name of my departmental point-person

I felt welcomed by faculty members and staff on my first day

I felt T had the tools I needed to begin my job within the first week

(computer, badge, online access, etc.)

Within the first month of employment, I understood the expectations of

my position
Within the first month, I had a clear understanding of the
organization’s mission, vision, and values

I was provided onboarding orientation and training in a timely manner
I was provided a mentor who was available to assist me when needed

Within the first month, I knew which resources and people could

answer my questions

I felt the onboarding process was an effective way to orient me to the

school of pharmacy

What were the strengths of this onboarding program?

Communication of expectations;
Timely onboarding schedule
Provision of onboarding resources

Communication of expectations
Timely onboarding schedule;
Establishment of a mentor
Provision of onboarding resources
Timely onboarding schedule
Timely onboarding schedule;
Communication of expectations
Timely onboarding schedule;
Communication of expectations
Timely onboarding schedule
Establishment of a mentor
Provision of onboarding resources
Establishment of a mentor;
Timely onboarding schedule
Provision of onboarding resources; Communication
of expectations; Timely onboarding schedule;
Establishment of a mentor

>

il

>

Please provide any recommendations for improvement. Feel free to reference answers pertaining to the questions above.

agreement rate in the post-tool group on eight of the 10
survey questions. In addition, an increase from 56%
(pre-tool group) to 80% (post-tool group) with regards
to the overall utility of an onboarding process was rec-
ognized. Faculty members who used the new onboard-
ing tool gave more positive responses to questions in the
following categories: timely onboarding schedule,
communication of expectations, and establishment of
a mentor relationship. However, opportunity for im-
provement of the new onboarding tool was identified
in the area of communication of expectations in that a
majority of the responses for the survey item “overall
communication prior to hire day 1” were negative. One
possible cause identified for the poor communication
with the new hires was that the college had incorrect
contact information, particularly for those faculty
members whose previous work e-mails had been deac-
tivated and those who were transitioning to new roles
within the organization. Receipt of the onboarding tool
was therefore delayed for these employees and affected
the overall guidance they received and their understand-
ing of expectations. Based on this feedback, future em-
ployees will have their information verified if no
response is received by the school’s human resources
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department following the initial welcome email but
prior to day 1.

The onboarding tool was designed to guide new
members through the first 60 days of work. The onboard-
ing tool outlined instructions and tasks to be completed
within specific timeframes, ie, prior to day 1, days 1-3,
within the first week, within the first 30 days, and after 60
days of employment. There was positive feedback regard-
ing the overall timeline for completion of the components
of the new onboarding tool, and more positive responses
for the timeliness of the training and orientation compo-
nent of the onboarding process compared to that of the
legacy process. Feedback from respondents included a
request for items to be moved to later timeframes to im-
prove process fluidity and to introduce other, more im-
portant information at an earlier date. Some felt that
providing an overview of the checklist to new faculty
members on day 1 would be beneficial. These changes
were made and implemented for future onboarding fac-
ulty members.

One shortcoming demonstrated by the survey re-
sults was that the post-tool cohort did not consistently
receive the necessary tools or equipment to begin their
job within the first week. The post-tool cohort reported
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Table 3. Survey Responses of New Faculty Members Hired Before and After Implementation of a Structured Onboarding Process

and Tool
Pre-Tool Group (n=9) Post-Tool Group (n=5)
Strongly Agree/ Strongly Agree/
Disagree/ Strongly  Disagree/ Strongly

Survey Question Disagree, % Neutral, % Agree, % Disagree % Neutral, % Agree, %

Prior to my first day, I 34 22 44 40 20 40
understood the necessary
paperwork and training I should complete

I received an itinerary outlining my first day, 34 11 55 0 20 80
which included parking and the name of my
departmental point-person

I felt welcomed by faculty members and staff 11 0 89 0 0 100
on my first day

I felt I had the tools I needed to begin my job 11 0 89 20 40 40
within the first week (computer, badge,
online access, etc.)

Within the first month of employment, I 0 11 89 0 0 100
understood the expectations of my position

Within the first month, I had a clear 0 34 66 0 0 100
understanding of the organization’s mission,
vision, and values

I was provided onboarding orientation and 11 11 78 0 0 100
training in a timely manner

I was provided a mentor who was available to 34 44 22 40 0 60
assist me when needed

Within the first month, I knew which resources 11 22 66 0 20 80
and people could answer my questions

I felt the onboarding process was an effective 11 34 55 0 20 80

way to orient me to the school of pharmacy

more positive responses regarding the welcoming nature
of existing faculty members and felt more comfortable
asking for help and clarification in this environment.
Additionally, the provision of contact persons within
each section of the onboarding tool aided in outlining
the resources available to new faculty members and
resulted in positive feedback from most faculty members
in the post-tool cohort.

During interviews, faculty members in the pre-tool
cohort suggested that the provision of mentors would
provide new faculty members with a useful resource
throughout the onboarding process. Therefore, depart-
ment administrators assigned a mentor to each new fac-
ulty member. Mentors typically were chairs and senior
faculty members within the new faculty member’s de-
partment. Each mentor met with their mentee at least once
within the first 30 days that the new hire was on campus to
provide recommendations and answer questions.

The survey responses of the post-tool cohort regard-
ing the presence and utility of mentorship were more
positive compared to those of the pre-tool cohort. How-
ever, survey comments from the post-tool cohort discour-
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aged the future use of department chairs as mentors,
requesting instead that they be assigned to a faculty mem-
ber more equal in rank to them or at least below the de-
partment chair level. In addition, the post-tool cohort
emphasized the importance of having communication
with their mentor prior to the first day of work. Clarifica-
tion regarding the duties of a mentor and when they
should be utilized was required for two new faculty mem-
bers. Based on the survey feedback, communication re-
lated to mentorship will be clarified for future employees.
The feedback received regarding the onboarding tool was
used to guide revisions for future use.

The limitations of this study included having a small
sample size and a relatively short period to observe new
onboarding faculty members. Because of the low turnover
in faculty members at our institution only a few new hires
joined the faculty during the study period. Additionally,
one surveyed faculty member transitioned from an
adjunct faculty member position with the university’s
affiliated health system to an associate professor posi-
tion at the school. Thus, prior knowledge of the phar-
macy school’s environment and operations may have
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influenced this faculty member’s responses. Given the
lack of literature regarding a structured onboarding pro-
cess in the academic setting, further refinement and anal-
ysis of the onboarding tool is needed.

CONCLUSION

A structured process and tool for managing the
onboarding process appeared to improve the experience
for new faculty members. The onboarding tools clarified
faculty members’ expectations, increased communica-
tion between new faculty members and the department,
and provided mentorship to new faculty members. A
comparison of survey responses from the pre-tool co-
hort with those from the post-tool cohort suggested that
the revisions to the onboarding process improved most
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onboarding components. However, further optimization
and analysis of the onboarding tool is needed and will
occur in order to create an ideal onboarding process.
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