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SECTION 3:
EXTERNAL
WORKER
LIFECYCLE
Best Practices for Onboarding
Your External Workforce
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PROBLEM
STATEMENT
External workers are employed by
organizations to complete temporary
contracts or assignments; therefore,
onboarding is a critical process for external
workers to get up and running at peak
effectiveness as quickly as possible. Despite
this, organizations typically have little to no
onboarding practices in place for external
workers, limiting both the workers’ ability to
reach their full potential in their assignments
and the companies’ ability to obtain the
maximum benefit from their external
workforce.

KEY
TAKEAWAYS
Onboarding is a key stage in the external
worker life cycle that requires attention
and investment by the organization to
ensure external workers can complete
their work responsibilities as efficiently
and effectively as possible.
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“It is critical to go through
with [externals] what they are
going to be doing, what
resources there are, and what
tools they need in order for
them to feel comfortable,
productive, and safe.”
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Organizations should use a role-based perspective when determining which external workers
would benefit most from different amounts or types of onboarding, rather than a skill-based
perspective. For example, it is especially critical for external workers in customer-facing roles
and in roles where workplace safety is a concern to receive additional onboarding support.
Onboarding for external workers should focus on compliance-based and conduct-based
information as a starting point; however, organizations would also benefit from incorporating
more interpersonal and cultural components into their onboarding practices to further integrate
the external worker into the social norms of the workplace and embed the values and mission
of the organization, even if the external worker assignment is short-term.

THE IMPORTANCE
OF ONBOARDING
A primary reported benefit of hiring external workers is the speed with which they can be brought
in to an organization to begin their assigned role or project. Often lost in this focus on speed is an
onboarding process for external workers that sets them up for success by allowing organizations
to discuss relevant information regarding an external worker’s role as well as the organization’s
culture, values, and conduct expectations. In fact, when managers were asked to rate the
effectiveness of their onboarding process for external workers, only 45% said the process is
extremely effective or very effective, with the remainder reporting that the onboarding process is
moderately effective, somewhat effective, or completely ineffective.
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This is reflected in the fact that about the same percentage (44%) of external workers report being
made to feel welcome by most of the organizations for which they work. Conversely, when
managers were asked which stage is most critical for organizations to have an effective external
workforce business process, only 14% identified onboarding as a critical stage, suggesting that
many managers are failing to understand the importance of this stage of the process. Similarly,
about 11% of external workers report their organizations had no onboarding process and did
nothing to welcome them into the organization. These parallels between manager and external
worker reports indicate that there is strong alignment between what companies offer and the
experience of their external workers.
Lost is the perspective that the more external workers learn about the
organization and the more foundational knowledge they have regarding their role,
the more efficient and effective their contributions to an organization can be.
While organizations deem onboarding for internal
employees of critical importance, the argument
could be made that onboarding is even more
critical for external workers, as onboarding’s
primary objective is to increase workers’ time to
productivity and external workers have an
accelerated timeline in the organization.
For external workers to be productive and
contributing members of the organization, even
for a short period, organizations must first ensure
the key groundwork is laid – as the potential loss
in speed due to taking time for onboarding at the
front end will be gained in productivity and
efficiency at the back end.
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THE
BASICS
Organizations must begin by providing a basic onboarding or orientation for all external workers
based on the relevant aspects of current onboarding practices for internal employees.
Despite the importance of onboarding for external workers to effectively contribute to an
organization’s goals, we found that less than half (47%) of HR professionals report having a
standard onboarding process for their external workers, with many (40%) reporting that this
key process is left to the discretion of individual managers or team leads.
Further, almost a quarter (24%) of HR professionals report that they use the same onboarding
for external workers as they do for internal employees; however, we do not recommend this.
Instead, organizations should engage external workers in a customized version of the
onboarding provided to their internal counterparts. For instance, while some of the core
content should be similar for the total workforce (e.g., dress code, hours of operation, building
logistics), there are other components that should be contextualized to external workers (e.g.,
how their experience will be different than internal employees, how the business specifically
values and treats them as external workers).
At a basic level, external worker onboarding should communicate expectations regarding their
experience, their performance, and how their experience will differ from internal employees.
Indeed, managers agree that providing the most basic information such as company policies,
rules, and guidelines is one of the most important things to get external workers up to speed and
operational. In fact, 32% of managers rate such information as the most important component of
onboarding.
Beyond this, onboarding should involve having everything ready and available that is necessary for
the external worker to begin work on their first day to ensure an efficient transition into the
organization. This should include ensuring that the appropriate equipment, tools, and access are
prepared before the arrival of the external worker.
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In fact, over a quarter (26%) of external workers
report that having the appropriate company
equipment is one of the most important factors
in helping them get started at a new organization.
Further, it is just as important to share with
externals what they will be using and have
access to as well as what they will not be using
or able to access, so they understand not only the
scope of what they will be doing, but what they
will not be doing as well.

INTERMEDIATE

"We work with our technology,
finance, and service groups in
advance to ensure external
workers have whatever they
might need on their first day. We
operate under the idea that
everyone wants to feel
welcomed, but this was a
conscious effort and took us a
long time.”

While basic onboarding should be provided to all external workers, it is likely that some external
workers would benefit from enhanced onboarding. Each organization should reflect on the
characteristics of their external workforce and consider which “types” of external workers may
have specific, job-relevant onboarding needs.
In fact, the most important piece of onboarding to over a third of external workers (37%) is
receiving job-relevant training for their specific job role. Further, over half of managers (52%)
also rate job-relevant training as the most important piece to getting external workers up and
running. Job relevant onboarding may include introductions to specific tools, systems, or
technologies used in executing their work, or providing product information related to the
assigned role.
As an example, here are three types of external workers that organizations should consider
prioritizing for enhanced onboarding:
Customer-facing roles- It is important for external workers in customer-facing roles (e.g., call
center workers, in-home technicians) to receive much of the same onboarding and training as a
customer-facing internal employee to ensure a consistent brand image and experience for the
company’s customers.
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Safety-sensitive roles- It is important for external workers in roles that have some degree of
safety concern to have the appropriate training and understanding of the company’s safety
culture and expectations prior to starting work. Organizations are responsible for the safety and
well-being of their external workers and must ensure they have the appropriate knowledge,
skills, and motivation to complete their assignment safely and at the same level of safety
standards as internal employees. Although there is a common and valid debate inside
companies about the amount of safety investment that should be allocated to external workers
given their roles are temporary, some investment should be made to educate them about and
integrate them into the safety culture, so their attitudes and behaviors are sufficiently aligned to
the value of safety.
Roles integrated with internal employee teams-It is important for external workers in roles that
have integration with internal employee teams to receive appropriate information about team
processes, systems, and protocols. With 69% of external workers reporting that they work with
internal employees often, very often, or always, it is important that individuals working on the
same team towards the same goal are operating with the same foundational information.
Leaving out the external portion of the team from relevant aspects of onboarding or training
puts the entire team at a disadvantage operationally and hinders the team’s ability to quickly
align and execute on their objectives. One focus group participant noted, “The success of our
team is dependent upon [external workers] having the same background information as our
[internal employees].” What exact information or training the external team members should
receive will be dependent upon the goals and structure of the team.

ADVANCED
To create a comprehensive and impactful onboarding process for external workers, organizations
should add socialization components that focus on relationships, company culture, and company
purpose, rather than focusing solely on compliance and conduct-based content.
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While socialization is a key goal of the onboarding
process for internal employees, the importance of
this component has often been questioned for
external workers given that the relationships with
their coworkers and the company are more
transactional and temporary.
Beyond socialization in terms of interpersonal
relationships, it is important to consider external
workers’ socialization to the cultural norms and
values of the organization. In fact, one of the top
three challenges managers face in their
management of external workers is aligning and
engaging externals around company purpose and
culture. In fact, 27% of managers rate it as the
number one challenge. As such, it is important to
assist management in this effort and to include
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"When managers and external
workers were asked what they
believe are the three most
important factors in helping new
external workers get started,
both endorsed an introduction to
coworkers with the opportunity to
get to know the people the
external worker will be working
with and a personal welcome
from leadership with the
opportunity to clarify my role,
goals, and expectations"

information regarding the organization’s purpose,
mission, vision, and values, and how external workers specifically contribute to this.
It is critical for the external worker to understand how the work they are doing furthers the goals
of the organization, even in a temporary and ancillary capacity, and how to complete the work in
a way that aligns with organizational values. It is only through this additional context sharing and
cultural assimilation that organizations can anticipate some discretionary effort put forth by
their external workforce. If, from Day One, a company treats their external workforce as just there
to complete a transaction, then this will undoubtedly be the level of effort and motivation they
receive from their external workers.
Consistent with commentary above, an important point of consideration is what “fit for purpose”
socialization looks like for external workers and whether some types of external workers (e.g.,
those working on a blended team with internal employees) would benefit most from deeper
socialization elements either focused on the team or the company.
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With this in mind, points of reflection for organizations should include the following:
What team socialization and cultural assimilation components do we already have in our
onboarding program for internal employees?
Which aspects of these are most appropriate for use with our external workforce and are there
any elements that should be created just for external worker onboarding, with the goal of
having this socialization aspect reflected in at least a simple way that resonates with all
external workers?
For which types of external workers would it make sense to focus more on team or company
socialization during onboarding to prepare the external worker with sufficient knowledge and
motivation to execute their role effectively?
Finally, organizations should regularly evaluate and continually seek to improve their onboarding
process for external workers. This could be accomplished by seeking feedback from internal
employees who previously held external roles in the organization or soliciting their involvement in
the development of the onboarding strategy and content for external workers based on their
previous experience. For instance, employees who were previously external workers can offer
personal insights to further hone in on the most relevant and impactful information to provide
external workers as they begin their role.
Additionally, it is particularly critical for organizations to survey external workers themselves,
either after they complete their onboarding or upon their departure from the organization, to
determine both the strengths and weaknesses of the process. Finally, as outlined here, managers
of external workers are an important stakeholder to external worker onboarding and have valuable
thoughts about the process.
As such, their feedback and recommendations should also be considered, especially because
their individual managerial approaches to onboarding their specific external workers should be
aligned to and integrated with the overall onboarding program put forward by HR. This triangulated
approach of capturing feedback from multiple viewpoints will surface important insights from
those who are most impacted by the external worker onboarding process.
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TECHNOLOGY
APPLICATIONS
Many organizations utilize technology to automate their onboarding process to increase the
efficiency and consistency of the onboarding experience across the business. Beyond simply
automating administrative processes, onboarding solutions now include advanced functionality to
also connect and engage with employees even before their first day of work. Creating a separate
portal within an organization’s current onboarding platform and configuring it to align with the
unique onboarding needs of a company’s external workforce may be beneficial for both the
external worker experience and a company’s ability to reduce their external workers’ time to
productivity and maximize their contribution while they are a part of the business. A recent report
by SAP SuccessFactors further suggests onboarding technology may help increase total
workforce visibility with a comprehensive view of both internal and external workers. This allows
for increased compliance tracking for external workers as well.

RESOURCES AND SUGGESTIONS
FOR FURTHER READING
1. https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/talent-acquisition/pages/how-to-onboard-agig-employee.aspx
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DEFINING
POPULATIONS
External workers—workers who complete contract-based or temporary assignments for
companies or other people. These workers are often referred to as “contingent workers,” “gig
workers,” “contractors,” and “temps,” though there are many labels for these workers. They might
be employed by a contracting organization (for example, a contractor company or staffing agency)
who helps them find assignments or they might work for themselves.
Internal (non-management) employees—employees who are employed full or part-time by one
organization on a more permanent basis. Employees are paid directly as part of the organization’s
payroll.
Managers—employees who have managed external workers within the past 12 months.

METHODOLOGY
Survey of Managers, External Workers, and Internal Employees
Surveys conducted by NORC at the University of Chicago for the Society for Human Resource
Management (SHRM) and SAP SuccessFactors. Data were collected using the AmeriSpeak®
Panel. Supplemental sample was obtained from a non-probability sample source, Lucid. In total
NORC collected 1,714 interviews, with 1,612 from the AmeriSpeak Panel and 102 from the Lucid
Panel.
Survey of Human Resource Professionals
This survey was conducted by SHRM. 20,000 SHRM members were invited to complete the
survey. 1,178 HR professionals completed the survey.
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Focus Groups
12 focus groups were conducted with SHRM members from across the country, including
members in Chicago, Illinois; Washington D.C.; Indianapolis, Indiana; Nashville, Tennessee; Boston,
Massachusetts; and Atlanta, Georgia.
Semi-Structured Interviews
12 semi-structured interviews were conducted with SAP SuccessFactors customers from across
several industries, including utilities, oil and gas, manufacturing, technology, finance, consumer
goods, and hospitality.
Micro Survey
The SAP SuccessFactors online External Worker Microsurvey was conducted with 44
organizations across North America in 17 industries, including 24 executive level respondents with
the remaining contributors in various HR staff positions.
Nano Survey
This survey was conducted by SHRM. 1,092 HR professionals were randomly sampled from SHRM
membership.
Omnibus Question
A sample of 1,021 Americans was surveyed using the AmeriSpeak Omnibus survey, NORC at the
University of Chicago's probability-based panel designed to be representative of the U.S.
household population.

