User onboarding strategies:
A review of best practices for
mobile product managers

SUMMARY: User onboarding is the process of introducing a new
user to a mobile application or other product in order to help
explain features and functions, highlight the product’s value, and
promote engagement and retention. Examples of common user
onboarding strategies are provided, as well as a list summarizing
key best practices for creating an optimal onboarding experience.
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Introduction: What is user onboarding?
User onboarding refers to the process of introducing a new user
to a mobile application (or website, software, or other product) in
order to highlight the product’s utility and promote a successful,
uncomplicated first-time use. There are numerous onboarding
strategies that may be deployed to first-time users, with common
examples including product tours or walk-throughs, tooltips, and
displays indicating the user’s progress, e.g. a checklist or
progress percentage bar.
The most optimal type or types of onboarding activities will vary
according to the nature of the product and how novel and/or
complex its functions are. Additionally, the ideal onboarding
experience should reflect the needs and preferences of the target
user, and is flexible enough to respond to both novice users and
those familiar with similar products.

Benefits of App Onboarding
In a very practical sense, the onboarding process helps users
correctly and fully utilize the product and its features. For
example, the app Sortd provides a message organization and
labeling interface for Google email accounts. To diﬀerentiate
Sortd features from existing Gmail functionality, the app
onboarding includes a series of screens with examples of ways
the product may be used to better streamline a cluttered inbox.
This allows the user to identify what a successful Sortd
experience looks like, and points the user directly to the
components of the app they should engage with.
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These screenshots of the Sortd app are examples of a product tour, where
the user swipes through a series of screens describing how to use the app.

User onboarding is not solely instructional, it is also an important
opportunity to engage users and emphasize the value of the
product. Immediate, proactive user engagement validates the
user’s interest in real-time, provides an incentive to return to the
product, and promotes long-term retention. This is especially
critical given the oft-cited data indicating that the vast majority of
an app’s daily active users (DAU) will be lost within mere days of
the install. To be truly eﬀective, onboarding must be designed
with the intention to not only educate, but captivate, the user.
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Strategies for Successful Onboarding
As Kendrick Wang of Apptimize explains, onboarding is the first
and most powerful opportunity to interact with users and guide
them towards the ‘Aha! moment’ that underscores the value of
your product and sets the stage for repeated engagement. A
thoughtful and onboarding experience is thus critical, and when
implemented successfully can generate significant changes in
user behavior and retention.
Just as app design and function have become ever-more creative
and complex, so too has user onboarding strategy. Two of the
most important considerations when developing the onboarding
process are 1) what feature or concept will require the most
tutoring for users to understand and 2) within the universe of
product users, what are the characteristics of the target audience.
A balance must be struck between instructing users in how to
use a product while illustrating why they should use it, all while
ensuring that onboarding methods are responsive to a diverse
customer base. Luckily, there are numerous onboarding tactics
that can be tailored to eﬀectively introduce product concepts and
features to any audience.

!
User onboarding is not solely instructional, it is an
important opportunity to engage the user and
emphasize the value of a product.
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While not an exhaustive list, several common onboarding
strategies are summarized below. For a more detailed guide,
Hannah Levenson of Apptentive gives a great in-depth review of
the first three strategies, while Ty Magnin of Appcues explains the
last two.

Value-oriented
The value-oriented approach emphasizes the overall
advantages of using the product, and highlights why these
benefits are relevant and important to the user. Rather
than focusing on how to use the app, value-oriented
onboarding connects with users by reminding them why
the product is meaningful to them.
Function-oriented
Function-oriented onboarding is the inverse of the valueoriented approach. In this model, it is assumed the user
already knows the benefits of using the product, and
emphasis is instead placed on understanding and
engaging with the app’s functions (for example, how to
change features using unique finger-swiping patterns).
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Progressive (or ‘continued onboarding’)
This technique guides a user by displaying ‘hints’ or
recommended actions to help him/her become
progressively more engaged with the product. This
strategy can be leveraged to promote retention by
incentivizing users to advance their knowledge and
‘complete’ or make progress on their project via
discovering and utilizing a product’s features.
Persona-based
No two users are alike, but groups of users can be divided
into user segments based on the personas that are
meaningful for app engagement and retention. A personabased process is a method of tailoring onboarding to the
needs of a specific category of user.

For example, imagine a meal-planning app that provides recipe
recommendations personalized to the user. An example of
persona-based onboarding would be an initial app onboarding
screen that asks “Who are you cooking for?” with options like
“Just me”, “Me and one other person”, and “The whole family!”
Based on the option selected, the user would be asked a few
additional questions (e.g. how many adults and children they are
cooking for, any food allergies or preferences, etc.) to personalize
their onboarding experience and show the most relevant product
features.

6
© 2016 Countly

Job stories
One strategy to both instruct users regarding a product’s
functions and motivate them to use it is to show them
relevant finished products, i.e. ‘jobs’, that serve as
examples of a successful app experience. In keeping with
the example of a meal-planning app, simply displaying a
list of diﬀerent recipes and ingredients is not very
engaging, nor does it visually represent the user’s endgoal, which is to make a delicious meal. Showing
photographs of appealing dinners made by real-life users
with a call to action (CTA) like “Make this meal!” is a more
eﬀective way to inform and engage new users.

!
A balance must be struck between eﬀectively
instructing users in how to use a product while
illustrating why they should use it.

There are many additional onboarding tactics that can be used
alone or in combination with other onboarding approaches. These
include:

• Displaying hints, suggestions, or instructions in callout
boxes next to important functions.

• Tool tips and coach marks are examples of this strategy.
• This tactic can be employed for both hands-on (e.g.
‘joyrides’) and guided onboarding strategies (e.g. a product
walk-through).
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• Tutorials allow users to see the product in action. These
methods can be tailored to allow the user to interact with the
product and complete specific actions, or can briefly present
the user with necessary information via video or animation.

• Setup wizards take users step-by-step through a product;
they are often used for installation of programs that requires
the user to provide specific information.

• Showing progress bars and checklists referring to account
or project completion can be an eﬀective visual tool for
promoting engagement, as it capitalizes on the psychological
need for closure.

For additional examples of onboarding strategies and analysis of
their eﬀectiveness, the website UserOnboard has excellent
illustrated guides dissecting the onboarding processes for
popular products.
Shown below, the companion app to the popular content sharing
site Pinterest uses a few diﬀerent onboarding tactics to engage
new users. On the far left is an image of Pinterest’s visually
engaging suggested content screen. In the middle, we see a
tooltip (callout box) teaching the user how to use the ‘save’
feature. On the right is a simple ‘empty state’ screen, which both
explains why no content appears there, and encourages the user
to utilize the messaging function.
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Best Practices for Effective Onboarding
Onboarding is a process that integrates concepts of UX,
behavioral psychology, and CRM. As such, there are many
intersecting principles to consider, and few hard-and-fast rules.
With that said, a number of best practices central to successful
onboarding are outlined below.

• Keep the onboarding process simple and streamlined; avoid
overwhelming the user with lengthy or complicated
components.

• Not all users will want to participate in onboarding activities or
will benefit from tooltips or tutorials. Users should be allowed
to opt-out of onboarding processes, and return to them later
if desired.
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• Tailoring and personalization of your product begins well before
onboarding. It is critical to understand your user and fit
onboarding features to the characteristics of your target
audience.

• Oﬀer registration/account creation options via social login (i.e.
import user information from Facebook, Twitter, etc.) as well as
email.

• Make account creation/sign-up uncomplicated. Avoid
requiring immediate registration to access important content or
features, if possible.

• For emerging markets where the average user may not have an
email address or social media account, consider allowing users
to register via phone number.

• Leverage ‘social proof’ to build trust by showing users who in
their social network(s) already uses the app.

• Incentivize retention through strategies like progressive reveal
of app features, checklists of activity completion, and
highlighting profile achievements.

• During the onboarding process, oﬀer users the opportunity to
invite friends and/or share the app with others via social
media, email, and text message/SMS.

• Be thoughtful with the design of ‘zero data’/’empty state’
design (also: error pages) and ensure the content-less space
maintains the look, feel, and personality of the product.

• Employ product analytics to monitor user engagement and
retention in response to implementation of onboarding
strategies.

• Onboarding is not a “set it and forget it” process. Be be willing
to adjust strategy and implement changes to onboarding in
order to better meet the needs and preferences of users.

10
© 2016 Countly

Venmo, a popular app used to send and receive money, utilizes social sharing
tactics to show the user who in their social network is using the app already.
The app also oﬀers users the option of both email and social login (in this
case, via Facebook). Finally, on the far right is an example of a “checklist”
approach to showing users their progress in exploring the app.

Conclusion
With care and forethought, high-quality onboarding processes
can heavily influence the short- and long-term success of a
product. While every product seeks to be uniquely valuable and
original in its relationship to users, only the very best products will
make a great first impression--and live up to it. We hope the tips
and techniques described in this document will help your team
start out on the right foot.
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Countly is a 360 degree solution for analytics, marketing and crash
reporting. As a Countly customer, your business has access to a
comprehensive set of powerful data analytics tools, as well as the
option to write your own plugins.
Our simple pricing and plugin-based structure, combined with the
opportunity to self-host analytics, makes Countly the most viable
solution for companies seeking a reliable, configurable, rebranded
platform. Countly complies with the data privacy standards set by
HIPAA and COPPA regulations.
Once you start to collect data with Countly, the sky is the limit. Get in
contact with Countly today (hello@count.ly) and enjoy a
personalized demo.

Countly is world's leading open source, real-time, enteprise mobile analytics and marketing platform running on more than 3000 servers, tracking more
than 5000 applications in 120 countries. Countly is provided in several editions, including Community Edition with a free-to-use non-commercial
license and self-hosted or Enterprise Edition with SLA coverage.
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