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Introduction: In knowledge-based work environments, workplace learning is essential for successful employee integration and long-term performance. Onboarding represents a crucial phase in which newcomers begin to acquire organizational knowledge, take on new tasks, and establish social connections. While existing research has highlighted the role of formal and informal learning formats, less is known about how different learning forms interact and how newcomers actively contribute to their onboarding by engaging in self-regulated learning behaviors.

Methods: This qualitative study investigates onboarding as a dynamic learning process, focusing on how newcomers engage in formal, informal, and self-regulated workplace learning behaviors across four content dimensions: compliance, clarification, connection, and culture. The study is based on 40 semi-structured interviews with newcomers and analyzed using qualitative content analysis.

Results: The findings show that newcomers engage in diverse learning activities that vary in structure and learner involvement. These differences illustrate distinct patterns in observed workplace learning behaviors across the four content dimensions.

Discussion: The study contributes to onboarding and workplace learning theory by linking content dimensions to learning forms and highlighting how newcomers actively shape their onboarding experience. It challenges static models of onboarding and conceptualizes it instead as an individualized and interactive learning path shaped by both organizational structures and learner behavior. Practical implications include designing onboarding processes that combine structure with learner autonomy and recognize newcomers not only as recipients of information, but as active participants who can co-construct organizational learning through their engagement.
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1 Introduction and theoretical background

In today's dynamic and knowledge-based work environment, continuous learning and organizational knowledge are becoming increasingly important (Jeong et al., 2018; Khan et al., 2025). Society is evolving into a knowledge-based society, where workplace learning is gaining increased priority in the workplace (Decius et al., 2023; Schaper et al., 2023). At the same time, the labor market is shaped by trends such as a shortage of skilled workers and increased job mobility (Decius et al., 2021). These developments underscore the growing importance of effective onboarding processes, which can reduce early turnover, strengthen employee retention, and improve performance (Bauer et al., 2025; Frögéli et al., 2023; Moser et al., 2018).

In general, the onboarding process, defined as “formal and informal practices, programs, and policies enacted or engaged in by an organization or its agents to facilitate newcomer adjustment” (Klein and Polin, 2012, p. 268), aims to integrate new employees, provide the necessary information, and support their engagement in job-related learning processes (Bauer et al., 2021). During onboarding, newcomers become part of teams, take on new responsibilities (Adler and Castro, 2019) and are introduced to organizational practices, processes, and values (Klein and Polin, 2012). One primary goal of onboarding is to reduce newcomers' uncertainty, provide information, and create opportunities for meaningful learning (Ellis et al., 2015). To support this, organizations offer various measures such as training sessions, mentoring, Q&A-sessions, and company tours during onboarding (Klein et al., 2015; Mitschelen et al., 2025). Organizational onboarding can be defined through four dimensions that highlight areas where learning is required: Compliance (administrative), Clarification (professional), Connection (social), and Culture (cultural; Bauer and Erdogan, 2011; Gerhardt et al., 2022). The compliance dimension refers to understanding regulations and legal requirements; clarification is about professional adjustment and clarifying the new role. The connection dimension addresses the building of relationships and getting to know responsibilities, while the cultural dimension includes formal and informal rituals and values. These dimensions represent key areas newcomers must engage in workplace learning to acquire relevant knowledge during onboarding (Bauer and Erdogan, 2011; Gerhardt et al., 2022). Onboarding is thus increasingly not only seen as an administrative or social integration process, but as a critical phase of workplace learning (Becker and Bish, 2021; Jeske and Olson, 2022; Klein et al., 2015), perhaps the most critical (Miller and Jablin, 1991). During this phase, newcomers must develop a comprehensive understanding of job responsibilities, work procedures, and organizational politics (Fang et al., 2011; Kowtha, 2018).

Recent research differentiates three forms of work-related learning that occur in different contexts: formal workplace learning (FWL), informal workplace learning (IWL), and self-regulated workplace learning (SRWL) (Decius, 2024; Kortsch et al., 2024). FWL is typically structured, deliberately planned, and institutionally supported (Kortsch et al., 2024; Tannenbaum and Wolfson, 2022). It includes formats such as classroom-based training sessions, workplace education programs, or written instructions (Decius et al., 2019; Jeong et al., 2018). IWL, by contrast, emerges organically within everyday work activities and is often triggered by specific problems or challenges (Cerasoli et al., 2018; Decius, 2024; Decius et al., 2024b). It is minimally structured and allows learners autonomy in their learning process (Decius et al., 2023; Tannenbaum and Wolfson, 2022). The Octagon Model of IWL (Decius et al., 2019) identifies facets such as experimentation, learning through modeling, mentoring, and receiving feedback as typical learning activities. IWL can further be differentiated into self-based and social-based forms (Decius and Hein, 2024). Self-based IWL includes activities like reflecting on one's actions or experimenting with new approaches, while social-based IWL encompasses learning through feedback, observations, or informal conversations with others (Decius and Hein, 2024). Lastly, SRWL represents an intentional, goal-directed learning process characterized by specific behaviors such as goal setting, planning, and self-monitoring (Decius et al., 2019; Richter et al., 2020; Sitzmann and Ely, 2011). We adopt the term SRWL to highlight the contextual focus on learning processes within organizational settings, building on the broader concept of self-regulated learning (SRL) established in educational psychology (e.g., Sitzmann and Ely, 2011). In this process, learner actively set specific learning goals, monitoring their progress (Jin et al., 2023) and regulate their learning strategies (Sitzmann and Ely, 2011; Panadero, 2017).

While these learning forms are analytically distinct, they often overlap in practice and provide complementary settings for learners to engage in various learning behaviors (Cerasoli et al., 2018; Rohs, 2009). Prior research highlights the fluid boundaries between formal and informal learning, noting that they often intertwine and share overlapping content, making rigid categorizations problematic (Kauffeld et al., 2025; Manuti et al., 2015; Paulsen et al., 2024). For instance, SRWL could emerge within both formal and informal settings—depending on the learner's engagement in SRWL behaviors such as autonomy, goal-setting, and reflection (Decius et al., 2023; Paulsen et al., 2024; Richter et al., 2020). A formal training session may arouse SRWL when newcomers monitor their understanding or seek additional input, while informal exchanges may not lead to learning unless learners actively engage with them (Richter et al., 2020). Accordingly, we do not treat FWL, IWL, and SRWL as fixed types but as conceptual lenses to examine the diverse and dynamic learning processes during onboarding (Marsick and Watkins, 2001; Paulsen et al., 2024; Rohs, 2009). This interpretive framework enables a more nuanced understanding of how newcomers interact with onboarding contexts and how different learning behaviors emerge from their engagement with onboarding contexts.

Onboarding is seen as a learning process composed of measures that are typically categorized as either formal or informal (Klein et al., 2015; Kowtha, 2018). Formal measures, such as training sessions or onboarding plans, have been shown to influence newcomers engagement in learning (Klein et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2015) and support competency development (Bauer et al., 2025; Frögéli et al., 2023). Informal measures can also offer learning opportunities and enhance social integration (Batistič, 2018). However, in times of rapid change and skilled labor shortages, FWL often adapts too slowly, whereas IWL and SRWL offer greater flexibility and responsiveness (Schaper et al., 2023). Moreover, much of the learning newcomers experience is assumed to occur beyond formal offerings, namely through day-to-day experiences, informal exchanges, and active participation in work tasks and learning opportunities (Buchheim and Weiner, 2014; Marsick et al., 2017; Mitschelen et al., 2025). This aligns with research showing that the extent to which measures are formal does not necessarily predict higher levels of newcomer integration (Klein et al., 2015).

To frame this study, we conceptualize onboarding as a structured process consisting of both formal and informal measures, which are generally intended to foster FWL and IWL, respectively. However, the learning process ultimately depends on how newcomers engage with these measures and whether newcomers engage in SRWL behaviors. While onboarding commonly includes both formal and informal measures as part of its structured integration efforts (Klein et al., 2015), these primarily reflect organization-driven offerings rather than learner-driven behaviors. In contrast, SRWL is neither systematically planned nor guaranteed by organizations but represents an individual strategy that newcomers may adopt. It remains unclear where and how SRWL occurs during onboarding, and how it interacts with formal or informal elements. This distinction is crucial for understanding how newcomers construct learning paths that go beyond what is formally provided. Within this perspective, employees actively construct individual learning paths during onboarding by navigating, combining, and interpreting different learning opportunities (Poell, 2017). The concept of individual learning paths highlights that learners flexibly integrate structured and unstructured experiences to pursue personally meaningful development (Poell et al., 2018). This view corresponds to the idea that onboarding can be seen as the first learning path newcomers encounter, composed of various measures (Pietilä, 2022). A learning path is understood as a set of learning-relevant activities that are coherent and meaningful to the employee, allowing them to strategically shape their own professional development within the organizational context (Poell et al., 2018; Poell and van der Krogt, 2014). Rather than merely following formal training programs, employees create learning paths by selecting relevant themes, engaging in diverse activities, and interacting with their social and organizational environment (Poell, 2017; Poell et al., 2018). These actions reflect active learning behavior and self-directed engagement, consistent with the principles of SRWL.

Organizations cannot provide all the information and activities needed to fully socialize new employees (Ashford and Black, 1996). Newcomers may not automatically receive all the information they consider necessary (Miller and Jablin, 1991; Ostroff and Kozlowski, 1992) and therefore must act proactively to acquire the information they need (Zhao et al., 2023). Research further notes that newcomers tend to engage in self-directed learning during onboarding (Klein et al., 2015; Tan et al., 2016). Newcomers must actively seek information and engage in learning—not through isolated measures alone, but by combining various activities encountered during onboarding (Miller and Jablin, 1991). This assumption aligns with emerging views of onboarding as an interactionist process that focuses not only on the organization but also on the newcomer (Batistič, 2018; Bauer et al., 2025), highlighting that newcomers can actively contribute to their onboarding experience and, consequently, to their own learning. However, although the concept of proactivity of newcomers during onboarding is established (Morrison, 1993), and there is existing research on formal and informal measures (Klein et al., 2015), empirical research on how newcomers actually learn during onboarding is lacking, particularly with regard to learning forms beyond formal measures, including IWL and SRWL (Yu et al., 2025).

Although earlier research acknowledges that onboarding is a key period for learning in organizations, the empirical exploration of how and what newcomers actually learn during this phase remains limited (Chan and Smith, 2000; Cooper-Thomas et al., 2020). In particular, there is little understanding of how specific onboarding content—such as compliance, connection, culture and clarification—is acquired (Klein and Heuser, 2008; Saks and Ashforth, 1997). In addition, researchers have called for more detailed exploration of onboarding practices in combination with newcomer learning (Klein et al., 2015) and a more detailed exploration of how specific measures translate into actual newcomer learning (Ashforth et al., 2007). However, we still lack nuanced insights into how engage with and learn from onboarding content in everyday practice.

RQ1: How do newcomers learn specific onboarding content?

Prior studies have not sufficiently investigated the nature of the learning process itself (Wang et al., 2015), and how learning behavior unfolds during the early stages of employment (Ashforth et al., 2007; Cooper-Thomas et al., 2020). Existing research largely conceptualizes onboarding as a process driven by the organization (Harrison et al., 2011), without fully examining how newcomers engage with learning opportunities (Wang et al., 2015). There is a particular need to explore constructs such as IWL during onboarding (Yu et al., 2025) and to the authors' knowledge, no study specifically investigated SRWL behaviors among newcomers during organizational onboarding. However, emerging perspectives emphasize the active role of newcomers in shaping their onboarding experiences (Boulamatsi et al., 2021). Likewise, we assume that onboarding as a learning path includes not only formal and informal measures (Klein et al., 2015), but also provides opportunities for newcomers to engage in SRWL behavior. Understanding how newcomers engage with their learning environment can offer valuable insights into how onboarding is experienced as a process of active learning and an individualized learning path (Poell and van der Krogt, 2014; Sprogoe and Elkjaer, 2010).

RQ2: How do newcomers engage with different forms of workplace learning during onboarding?

Addressing these gaps, the present study investigates how newcomers experience FWL and IWL during onboarding and how these learning forms relate to key onboarding content dimensions. It also examines where and under which conditions opportunities for SRWL arise, providing a more nuanced understanding of how newcomers shape their onboarding experiences. While formal and informal onboarding measures offer the structural foundation for workplace learning, they do not fully capture the dynamic and learner-driven nature of how newcomer learning unfolds in practice. In particular, SRWL, as a self-initiated and goal-directed process, has received limited attention in onboarding research. This study contributes to closing this gap by analyzing how newcomers engage with FWL and IWL during onboarding, but also how they actively transform these opportunities into SRWL paths.

This study makes several important contributions to the field of workplace learning, particularly within the context of organizational onboarding, where learning plays a central role. Theoretically, it links analytically distinct forms of workplace learning—formal and informal—with onboarding content dimensions, positioning SRWL as a complementary, learner-driven component. It expands existing models of workplace learning by integrating SRWL as a cross-cutting mechanism within onboarding contexts, highlighting how newcomers engage with both FWL and IWL opportunities. This approach provides new insights into how newcomers navigate and combine different learning forms to construct individual learning paths during onboarding. By building on and extending existing theories of workplace learning, the study emphasizes that onboarding is not merely a process of knowledge transfer, but a dynamic interaction between organizational structures and newcomer engagement. It contributes to a more differentiated understanding of onboarding as a process that offers multiple learning opportunities, which individuals experience in active and selective ways. Importantly, the study shows that formal and informal measures serve as core opportunities through which newcomers navigate their learning path during onboarding, while SRWL functions as an additional but crucial mechanism enabling them to take ownership and actively shape their learning trajectories. By identifying which specific onboarding measures offer opportunities for SRWL, the study not only addresses an area that has so far received little empirical attention, but also contributes to understanding how newcomers combine different forms of learning into individualized and meaningful learning paths during onboarding. From a practical perspective, the findings underscore the importance of designing onboarding processes that not only offer structured learning opportunities but also intentionally support IWL and SRWL. Enabling newcomers to actively shape their learning paths allows onboarding processes to better align with individual learning needs and preferences, potentially fostering more effective adjustment, greater satisfaction, and long-term retention.



2 Material and methods


2.1 Data collection and participants

Data were collected through qualitative, semi-structured interviews to capture the nuanced perspectives of newcomers on their onboarding and learning experiences. This method was chosen because interviews allow for in-depth exploration of individual experiences and enable participants to share detailed insights into their perceptions and the content they learned during onboarding. Semi-structured interviews, in particular, provide the flexibility to adapt questions based on the flow of conversation while ensuring that key themes are consistently addressed. While IWL and SRWL have often been studied using quantitative approaches, onboarding has rarely been studied as a holistic learning process—particularly through qualitative research that captures learner perspectives and contextual dynamics. This study therefore adopts a qualitative design to explore how newcomers actually experience and engage with different forms of learning during onboarding—especially those informal and context-sensitive aspects that are not easily captured through standardized instruments. The interviews were conducted online and recorded using the open-source software BigBlueButton. Each interview lasted between 60 and 120 minutes, including an introduction, informed consent, the interview itself, and a short debriefing.

The interview guide included questions covering participants' career paths, onboarding processes, and learning behaviors. To capture different learning forms, participants were asked about specific onboarding elements in which they engaged in learning including elements indicative of SRWL, such as expression of initiative or reflection. This allowed for a systematic exploration of SRWL as distinct from organizationally initiated onboarding measures. At the start of each interview, participants were welcomed, provided with a brief introduction to the study, informed about data protection protocols, and asked to provide their informed consent for participation and recording. The interview guide contained both introductory questions and questions aimed at addressing the research objectives, focusing on how participants engaged in learning behaviors during onboarding. After completing each interview, participants were debriefed. Participants were first asked (1) sociodemographic questions, (2) questions about their onboarding process in the most recent organizations, and (3) detailed questions about learning behavior, including formal and informal measures as well as SRWL and their active role in engaging in learning during onboarding. The interview guide was tested in two pilot interviews with individuals from public administration and healthcare sectors to refine the interview guide, leading to minor adjustments to improve clarity and language which were discussed by the authors. To enhance the credibility of the findings, a member check was conducted with selected participants. They were invited to reflect on preliminary interpretations of their statements, which helped validate the resonance and plausibility of the results. Additionally, the interview guide was slightly adapted during the study to ensure its relevance and alignment with emerging themes and participant feedback. The interviews were conducted in German, therefore, all participants had to be fluent in German.

The study sample comprises 40 individuals who were currently undergoing onboarding in various organizations. Recruitment was facilitated through the professional and personal networks of the authors, with eligibility criteria specifying that participants must be actively employed (rather than studying) and have gone through an onboarding process in their current organization. The use of convenience sampling allowed for efficient recruitment and ensured access to participants actively involved in onboarding processes, aligning with the study's focus on practical experiences. However, convenience sampling may introduce selection biases, as participants were recruited primarily through the authors' networks, which might limit the diversity of perspectives. Of the participants, 11 identified as male (27.5%) and 29 as female (72.5%), with an average age of 26.85 years (SD = 4.35). Most participants had a master's degree (45%). The participants represented diverse industries, including automotive (40%), agriculture (12.5%), and chemistry (7.5%), which were the most represented fields. The participants also came from diverse activity areas, with Development Engineering (7.5%), IT Management Consulting (5%), and Projects Management (5%) being the most represented fields. The sample consisted of individuals employed in organizations based in Lower Saxony, a region characterized by the strong presence of the automotive industry. Detailed demographic information for the participants is presented in Table 1.

TABLE 1  Demographics of study participants.


	Nr
	Age
	Gender
	Working in Orga. (months)
	Field of work
	Occupation
	Degree





	1
	30
	Male
	6 months
	Consulting/Automotive
	IT Management Consulting
	Master

 
	2
	29
	Male
	6 months
	Consulting/Automotive
	IT Management Consulting
	Master

 
	3
	26
	Female
	3 months
	Automotive
	Product Manager (Software)
	Master

 
	4
	31
	Male
	18 months
	Automotive
	Development Engineer
	Master

 
	5
	32
	Female
	18 months
	Consulting
	Project Leader in Structural Development
	Master

 
	6
	26
	Male
	9 months
	Consulting
	Change Management Consulting/Business Consulting
	Master

 
	7
	37
	Male
	2,5 years
	Automotive
	User Researcher
	Master

 
	8
	34
	Female
	4 months
	Science
	Project Manager
	Master

 
	9
	26
	Male
	6 months
	Steel Subsidiary
	Production Engineer
	Bachelor

 
	10
	27
	Male
	14 months
	Automotive
	Development Engineer
	Master

 
	11
	30
	Male
	4 years
	Automotive
	Technical Model Builder
	Apprenticeship

 
	12
	30
	Male
	3.5 years
	Automotive
	Quality Assurance Coordinator (in Development)
	Bachelor

 
	13
	26
	Male
	8 months
	Automotive
	Development Engineer
	Master

 
	14
	24
	Male
	9 months
	Automotive
	Project Analyst
	Bachelor

 
	15
	29
	Female
	4 months
	Automotive
	Project & Launch Coordinator
	Master

 
	16
	24
	Male
	18 months
	Automotive
	Project Engineer
	Bachelor

 
	17
	26
	Male
	20 months
	Automotive
	Engineer
	Bachelor

 
	18
	25
	Male
	4 months
	Social Services
	Social Education Worker
	Bachelor

 
	19
	23
	Male
	3 months
	Automotive
	Energy Management
	Bachelor

 
	20
	26
	Male
	3 months
	Personal Consulting
	Working Student
	Bachelor

 
	21
	28
	Male
	6 months
	Automotive
	Marketing/CRM Manager
	Master

 
	22
	29
	Female
	6 months
	Automotive
	Process Manager Marketing
	Bachelor

 
	23
	38
	Female
	4 months
	Business Consulting
	Technical Consulting
	Master

 
	24
	26
	Male
	22 months
	Thermal Engineering
	Product Manager
	Bachelor

 
	25
	26
	Female
	9 months
	Biotechnology
	Quality Engineer Research & Development
	Master

 
	26
	30
	Male
	9 months
	Chemistry
	Project Manager
	Master

 
	27
	27
	Female
	6 months
	Science
	Scientist
	Master

 
	28
	27
	Male
	18 months
	Automotive
	Consultant/IT Consultant
	Master

 
	29
	24
	Male
	18 months
	IT
	Information Security Officer/Data Protection Officer
	Bachelor

 
	30
	24
	Male
	2.5 years
	Insurance & Finance
	Service Office Manager
	Bachelor

 
	31
	24
	Male
	4 months
	Electronics Manufacturing
	Technical Sales Engineer
	Bachelor

 
	32
	24
	Male
	3 months
	Automotive
	IT-Project Manager
	Master

 
	33
	30
	Male
	9 months
	Business Consulting
	Feel-Good Manager/Social Media/Marketing
	Apprenticeship

 
	34
	24
	Male
	4 months
	Chemistry
	Industrial Clerk Trainee
	Apprenticeship

 
	35
	22
	Female
	2 months
	Agriculture
	Agricultural Engineering Assistant Trainee
	Apprenticeship

 
	36
	20
	Male
	4 months
	Agriculture
	Wholesale and Foreign Trade Management Assistant Trainee
	Apprenticeship

 
	37
	18
	Male
	4 months
	Agriculture
	Warehouseman Trainee
	Apprenticeship

 
	38
	21
	Female
	3 months
	Agriculture
	Retail Salesperson Trainee
	Apprenticeship

 
	39
	19
	Female
	4 months
	Agriculture
	Office Clerk Trainee
	Apprenticeship



	40
	32
	Male
	4 months
	Chemistry
	Industrial Electronics Technician
	Apprenticeship







2.2 Data analysis

The interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using qualitative content analysis with a combination of deductive and inductive coding (Mayring, 2010, 2021). To address the research questions, the coding framework was developed based on established literature on onboarding and workplace learning (Bauer, 2010; Decius, 2024; Tannenbaum and Wolfson, 2022). Drawing on Klein et al. (2015), we conceptualized onboarding as a learning path composed of FWL and IWL opportunities. These two forms served as the main categories in the coding framework and were complemented by onboarding content dimensions (compliance, clarification, connection, and culture; Bauer, 2010) as a second analytical layer. A third analytical layer captured behavioral indicators of SRWL (Kortsch et al., 2024), which was treated as a cross-cutting category that could emerge within both formal and informal contexts. Initial categories—such as FWL and IWL, onboarding content, and SRWL indicators—were deductively defined. This three-layered coding structure allowed us to explore not only what newcomers learned and through which onboarding measures, but also how actively they engaged in learning and shaped their onboarding process.

While the overarching framework was theory-driven, the coding process remained open to new emergent themes beyond the initial categories. However, no entirely new main categories emerged, as all relevant content could be meaningfully assigned to or integrated within the existing structure. MAXQDA software was used to facilitate the coding process, with additional inductive codes developed iteratively in joint coding sessions to address themes specific to this study (Steigleder, 2008). This combination of deductive and inductive approaches enriched the coding scheme and allowed for a comprehensive analysis of the data to address the research questions and to further elaborate on existing theories of workplace learning and onboarding (Fisher and Aguinis, 2017). Two researchers independently identified the codes, consolidating them in a shared meeting to ensure consistency and alignment with the theoretical framework (Rädiker and Kuckartz, 2019). The first author coded all interviews, while to ensure the study's credibility and a reflexive coding process, the second author was involved in each step of the analysis (Pratt et al., 2020). Any disagreements were discussed and resolved during research meetings, and experts on the topics were consulted to validate the coding process. To validate the coding framework, five transcripts were independently double coded and comparisons between the coding scheme led to refinements of subcodes and ensured alignment with the research questions. Any discrepancies were resolved through collaborative discussions. Inter-rater reliability, calculated based on five interviews that were double coded (Brennan and Prediger, 1981), using the kappa coefficient, yielded a Kappa score of 0.81, indicating strong agreement (Landis and Koch, 1977). Thematic saturation was used as a guiding principle during analysis. While saturation in homogeneous groups is often achieved within 12 interviews (Guest et al., 2006), our heterogeneous sample—spanning different onboarding experiences and occupational roles—required a larger number of interviews to ensure that all relevant themes and subgroups were adequately covered. Saturation was considered reached once additional interviews did not yield new categories or insights.



2.3 Qualitative quality criteria

Multiple measures were employed to ensure rigor and trustworthiness throughout the research process. The interview guide was iteratively refined through close collaboration and continuous feedback among the authors to ensure clarity and alignment with the research objectives. As described in Section 2.1, two pilot interviews informed minor adjustments. In addition, a member check was conducted to enhance credibility. Selected participants reviewed and confirmed the plausibility of key interpretations, thereby strengthening the interpretative validity of the analysis (Birt et al., 2016). Further rigor was ensured through a transparent and reflective research process at each stage, including the formulation of research questions, data collection, development of code and subcodes, and peer debriefing sessions. Regular feedback meetings and reflective discussions among the authors ensured robust qualitative standards in line with established criteria (Merriam, 2001; Patton, 2014). Transparency was ensured by systematically detailing and reflecting on each step of the research process, fostering intersubjectivity and aligning with established qualitative standards (Lüders, 2004).




3 Results

To address the research questions—how newcomers learn specific onboarding content and how they engage with different forms of workplace learning—this section presents the findings organized around the two predominant types of onboarding learning activities: formal and informal measures. These represent the key organizational formats through which onboarding content is delivered and encountered, forming the basis of newcomers' learning path. Within each learning form, the results are organized according to the four onboarding content areas: compliance, clarification, connection, and culture (Bauer, 2010). This structure allows us to analyze both what newcomers learn and how they actively engage in different learning opportunities. Due to space limitations, not all subcodes are presented in the following text, but a detailed overview of the identified codes can be found in Table 2. In addition, learning activities were assessed for SRWL indicators—that is, learner-reported behaviors such as goal-setting, monitoring progress, or seeking additional input (Decius et al., 2023; Sitzmann and Ely, 2011). Activities were categorized as formal or informal based on their structural design and initiation source, and SRWL was assessed independently, based on learner-reported behaviors such as goal-setting, planning, and monitoring. Accordingly, SRWL may co-occur with both formal and informal contexts, depending on how newcomers engage with the activity. To summarize the interplay between learning formality and the presence of SRWL indicators, Table 3 provides a classification of onboarding learning activities. The matrix distinguishes formal and informal learning and whether newcomers reported SRWL-related behaviors, such as goal-setting or feedback seeking.

TABLE 2  List of codes.


	Workplace learning form
	Onboarding content
	Onboarding measure
	SRWL indicators reported





	Formal
	Compliance
	Administrative Information Session (35)
	SRWL indicators reported, behaviors such as identifying knowledge gaps, revisiting topics

 
	Formal
	Compliance
	Onboarding Handbook (26)
	No SRWL indicators reported, the material was used passively, no SRWL behavior described

 
	Formal
	Compliance
	Facility Tour (19)
	No SRWL indicators reported, the format was standardized and unidirectional

 
	Formal
	Compliance
	Buddy or Mentoring System (15)
	No SRWL indicators reported, participants could ask questions, but no indicators of reflective practices or goal-setting were identified

 
	Formal
	Compliance
	Administrative Checklist (8)
	No SRWL indicators reported, tasks were completed according to a predefined process and goals

 
	Formal
	Compliance
	Onboarding Plan (6)
	SRWL indicators reported in isolated cases; while most followed the predefined plan, some used it independently to structure their onboarding

 
	Formal
	Compliance
	Company News (3)
	No SRWL indicators reported, the material was consumed passively and no self-regulatory behaviors were reported

 
	Formal
	Clarification
	Task-Related Information Session (25)
	SRWL indicators reported, behaviors such as identifying knowledge gaps, initiating follow-up meetings, seeking additional information

 
	Formal
	Clarification
	Professional Training (20)
	No SRWL indicators reported, the training followed a standardized, formal training format

 
	Formal
	Clarification
	Project Information Session (12)
	SRWL indicators reported, participants described behaviors such as checking own understanding, requesting clarification, asking for additional information

 
	Formal
	Clarification
	Task-Related Checklist (10)
	SRWL indicators reported, participants described using the checklist to plan, monitor, and organize their tasks independently

 
	Formal
	Clarification
	Professional E-Learning Modules (6)
	No SRWL indicators reported, the modules were completed passively without evidence of planning or self-monitoring

 
	Formal
	Clarification
	Goal Agreement (4)
	No SRWL indicators reported, goals were set externally, and participants did not describe reflecting on or adapting them

 
	Formal
	Clarification
	Soft-Skill Training (3)
	No SRWL indicators reported, the training followed a predefined structure, and participants did not describe setting personal learning goals or adapting content

 
	Formal
	Connection
	Introduction to Team and Colleagues (26)
	SRWL indicators reported, participants extended the initial introductions by actively seeking contact, reflecting on their network, and initiating further interactions

 
	Formal
	Connection
	Welcome Days (17)
	No SRWL indicators reported, the events followed a pre-defined structure, goal-setting or self-directed engagement was not described

 
	Formal
	Connection
	Introduction to Further Departments (15)
	SRWL indicators reported, participants used the initial introductions to proactively engage with other departments and expand their networks

 
	Formal
	Connection
	Introduction to Leadership (15)
	No SRWL indicators reported, interactions were hierarchical and did not prompt self-initiated engagement or reflection

 
	Formal
	Connection
	Networking Checklist (14)
	SRWL indicators reported, participants described setting personal networking goals, planning conversations, and reflecting on their social integration

 
	Formal
	Connection
	Introduction to Work Councils (4)
	No SRWL indicators reported, the sessions were informational and did not involve learner-driven engagement

 
	Formal
	Culture
	Cultural Training (8)
	No SRWL indicators reported, participants did not describe engaging in reflection, planning, or self-monitoring

 
	Formal
	Culture
	Professional E-Learning Modules (6)
	No SRWL indicators reported, content was consumed passively without indications of learner regulation or adaptation

 
	Informal
	Compliance
	Information on the Intranet (17)
	SRWL indicators reported, participants described initiating searches, identifying information needs, and monitoring task completion independently

 
	Informal
	Compliance
	Organizational Conversation (12)
	SRWL indicators reported, participants used these conversations to clarify procedures by identifying gaps, asking targeted questions, and planning subsequent actions

 
	Informal
	Clarification
	Learning by Doing (24)
	SRWL indicators reported, participants described setting informal goals, identifying knowledge gaps, and iteratively adjusting their performance based on experience

 
	Informal
	Clarification
	Task-related conversation (14)
	SRWL indicators reported, participants described identifying knowledge gaps, planning follow-up questions, and seeking clarification during or after conversations

 
	Informal
	Clarification
	Job Shadowing (12)
	SRWL indicators reported, participants used the opportunity to ask questions, reflect on observed practices, and identify personal learning needs

 
	Informal
	Clarification
	Experience-related conversations (9)
	SRWL indicators reported in isolated cases, participants described using the conversations to seek specific insights and inform their next steps

 
	Informal
	Connection
	Shared Breaks (21)
	SRWL indicators reported, participants described initiating informal conversations to clarify work-related issues or reflect on interpersonal dynamics

 
	Informal
	Connection
	Social Activities (13)
	No SRWL indicators reported, participants described these events as social occasions without learning-related self-regulation

 
	Informal
	Connection
	Networking Opportunities (8)
	No SRWL indicators reported, although the format encouraged interaction, participants did not describe self-initiated reflection, planning, or follow-up actions

 
	Informal
	Culture
	Norm-related conversation (16)
	SRWL indicators reported, participants described active engagement in clarifying uncertainties, planning and asking questions



	Informal
	Culture
	Cultural E-learning Modules (6)
	No SRWL indicators reported, content was consumed passively without learner initiative




List of identified codes. The numbers in parentheses indicate the frequency of mentions.



TABLE 3  Classification of workplace learning activities during onboarding by formality and SRWL indicators.


	Formality
	SRWL indicators reported
	No SRWL indicators reported





	Formal
	Structured, organization-initiated onboarding activities where newcomers described formal learning and indicators of SRWL such as goal-setting, planning, or follow-up. Example: onboarding checklists used for task planning
	Structured onboarding activities described as formal learning, but without SRWL indicators. Example: administrative information sessions passively attended



	Informal
	Unstructured, practice-oriented onboarding situations without direct instruction, where newcomers described learning and indicators of SRWL such as feedback seeking, questioning, or reflection. Example: job shadowing followed by targeted follow-up
	Unstructured onboarding situations without direct instruction and without SRWL indicators. Example: participation in team events without goal-related engagement




SRWL indicators refer to newcomer-reported behaviors such as goal-setting, planning, or reflection, observed in onboarding situations of varying formality. The classification is based on the coding patterns presented in Table 2.




3.1 Formal workplace learning

FWL during onboarding refers to activities that are structured, planned, and designed by the organization—typically delivered through standardized formats and predefined content (Kortsch et al., 2024; Tannenbaum and Wolfson, 2022). These measures aim to ensure clarity, consistency, and efficiency across onboarding experiences (Bauer et al., 2021; Klein et al., 2015). In line with our analytical framework, FWL is presented according to the four onboarding content areas (Bauer and Erdogan, 2011). For each measure, we examined whether and how indicators of SRWL occurred—that is, whether newcomers described learning behaviors indicative of SRWL—like engaging with the activity in a goal-directed, reflective, or self-initiated way (Kortsch et al., 2024; Sitzmann and Ely, 2011). This allowed us to explore not only the structural characteristics of onboarding measures but also how learners engaged with and extended these measures through SRWL behaviors.

Within the area of compliance, newcomers described several FWL elements that were planned, structured, and initiated by the organization. These measures aimed at conveying necessary administrative and regulatory information during onboarding. The most frequently mentioned format was the administrative information session (35 mentions), typically delivered by HR or supervisors. Participant 14 explained: “Administrative stuff was often clarified with the head of department in a session. Well, in terms of overtime, how to handle it or whether you can go on a business trip but also organizational stuff like how to deal with sick leave when you are sick.” Although these sessions followed a standardized structure, many participants described active engagement, such as asking questions, clarifying procedures, or following up on unclear aspects—indicating SRWL. As one participant noted: “Then I had to show initiative so that I could find out things like that, it turned out for me” (Participant 14). The onboarding handbook (26 mentions) represented another frequently referenced formal resource within the compliance dimension. Although the content was standardized and externally developed, participants used it autonomously and flexibly with respect to timing and sequence. As Participant 10 stated, “…for all that organizational stuff, checklists and so on, that was quite helpful.” Despite this flexibility, the handbook was primarily experienced as a passive resource rather than an active learning tool. Participants rarely reported engaging with it in a goal-directed or reflective manner. Consequently, while the format offered structural opportunities for SRWL, it was rarely perceived or utilized in ways that reflected SRWL behaviors.

Facility tours (19 mentions) represented another common format within the compliance dimension. Typically guided by HR representatives or experienced colleagues, these tours aimed to familiarize newcomers with the organizational infrastructure and spatial layout. As Participant 5 recalled, “The tour of the company was good, I learned how to find my way around here.” Participants consistently described the tours as structured, information-oriented sessions with limited opportunities for active engagement. While the tours were perceived as helpful for orientation, participants did not report SRWL indicators or engaging in SRWL during these tours. The buddy or mentoring system (15 mentions) was another formal measure supporting compliance-related onboarding learning. Typically initiated and coordinated by the organization, it involved assigning experienced colleagues to provide practical guidance during the initial phase. Participants described the support as helpful in clarifying administrative processes or day-to-day organizational routines. One participant shared, “Then we were given mentors who help us out if we have any questions.” (Participant 38). The support was highly valued, particularly for addressing daily inquiries during onboarding, but newcomers rarely reported engaging in reflective practices, goal setting, or self-directed planning. As the structure and purpose of the buddy system were predefined, participants described it mostly as reactive rather than self-regulated.

FWL activities related to clarification aimed to convey job-specific knowledge and professional expectations. Among the most frequently mentioned were task-related information session (25 mentions), described as structured meetings introducing newcomers to their responsibilities and role expectations. While the format was predefined and initiated by the organization, many participants emphasized the sessions' interactive nature. Participants reported asking questions and initiating follow-up meetings after reflecting on their understanding. Participant 20 explained: “At the beginning, mainly in meetings, when they explained my tasks to me.” Other participants similarly described that they could actively clarify uncertainties and initiate further meetings (e.g., Participants 1, 4, 12, and others). These examples indicate SRWL behaviors, particularly as participants described initiating follow-up meetings or seeking additional information. As one participant noted: “But you have to wait for the right moment and then speak to him. So, initiative in general in the project or it's good everywhere I think, but it was also very helpful and necessary there.” (Participant 4). Professional training (20 mentions) was another central element of formal onboarding, typically delivered through structured sessions or hands-on instruction by experienced colleagues. It focused on job-specific competencies and standardized procedures. As one participant noted for their learning experience: “Mainly through training sessions, practically in the laboratory area, by showing me lots of different laboratory methods and by doing various training courses” (Participant 25). Such training formats where highly valued, but they had predefined goals, content, and pacing. Participants did not report setting learning goals or reflecting on their progress, or adapting the training, suggesting only limited evidence of SRWL.

Project information sessions (12 mentions) were formal meetings organized to introduce newcomers to specific projects and their roles. Typically led by project leads or team members, they offered structured overviews of tasks, goals, and collaboration processes. Participants described these sessions as interactive, often prompting follow-up questions and further meetings initiated by the newcomers (e.g., P4, P13). Compared to other formal formats, they were seen as more dynamic and responsive to individual needs. Newcomers described checking their understanding, requesting clarification, or asking for additional information—behaviors indicative of SRWL. Another frequently mentioned clarification-related measure was the task-related checklist (10 mentions), provided by the organization to structure and track professional onboarding tasks. While formally designed, participants engaged with it to varying degrees. For instance, Participant 33 noted that they “I organized the task execution and completion on my own.” and others similarly reported identifying and planning tasks independently. Although the checklist did not explicitly prompt reflection or goal-setting, it required planning and monitoring, suggesting SRWL depending on the degree of autonomous engagement.

Several onboarding activities aimed at fostering connection supported newcomers in building social relationships across different areas of the organization. Common formats included introductions to the team and colleagues (26 mentions), leadership (15 mentions), and further departments (15 mentions). While these formats were typically planned and initiated by the organization, many participants reported actively shaping their experience by scheduling follow-up meetings or initiating further conversations. As Participant 5 noted: “Get-to-know-you gatherings with the team, but also with managers and other departments, helped me to find my way around and understand the working environment better. I initiated further like meetings with them to get to know them more like personally”. These interactions were not only valued for orientation but also used to expand personal networks. Descriptions of reaching out beyond the formal setting suggesting SRWL indicators such as initiative, goal orientation, and reflection on social or informational needs. One participant noted: “And if I didn't know something or wanted to get to know someone better, I asked colleagues directly if they could take half an hour. Yes, to get me involved in the topic, so to speak.” (Participant 1). Another formal measure aiming at connection was the networking checklist (14 mentions). While it was provided as part of the formal onboarding structure, participants engaged with it in varying ways. Participant 25 recalled: “There was this checklist with people who I should meet and talk to from the organization.” Others described proactively going beyond the predefined interactions by scheduling additional meetings to get to know colleagues better. For example, one participant described: “I could make the get-to-know meetings and then also made further meetings by myself. I wanted this to get to know them better or like personally more.” (Participant 13). These accounts suggest that while the format was formally structured, it offered varying opportunities for SRWL. Some newcomers completed the checklist as intended, whereas others used it to extend their engagement in the connection dimension and pursue personal networking goals—indicating SRWL behaviors.

FWL also addressed the cultural dimension of onboarding, primarily through two standardized formats: cultural training and professional e-learning modules with a cultural focus. Cultural training (eight mentions) was delivered as structured workshops aimed at conveying organizational values and norms. While some sessions allowed for limited interaction, participants reported little active engagement with the content, process, or goals. As one participant explained: “We also had an interactive workshop where we said that these are such values and the cultural stuff in the company” (Participant 1). Despite occasional interactivity, participants did not describe learning behaviors indicative of SRWL such as reflection or goal setting, suggesting limited SRWL. Similarly, professional e-learning modules addressing cultural topics (six mentions) were largely described as passive and predefined. They included online modules that participants could engage with to gain an understanding of professional topics and tasks. Participants noted that they followed the content as instructed, without adapting it to their needs or reflecting on its relevance. Accordingly, this format provided little evidence of SRWL behaviors.

Across onboarding content areas, FWL formats were characterized by structured delivery and predefined objectives, aligning with traditional organizational onboarding strategies. While many measures were perceived as informative and helpful, indicators of engagement in SRWL varied. Interactive formats—such as information sessions or team introductions—allowed newcomers to identify knowledge gaps, ask questions, or initiate follow-ups, indicating elements of SRWL. Similarly, some structured tools like task-related checklists were used in a self-directed manner, indicating SRWL through elements such as planning and monitoring. In contrast, static resources like handbooks or facility tours were used more passively, offering limited learner control. Overall, the occurrence of SRWL during formal onboarding depended less on the format itself than on the flexibility it allowed for active newcomer engagement.



3.2 Informal workplace learning

IWL refers to learning that takes place outside of structured instruction, typically in practice-oriented, unstructured contexts without direct teaching (Decius et al., 2019; Kortsch et al., 2024). Participants described IWL as an essential complement to formal onboarding measures, occurring across all four onboarding content areas. As in the previous section, we examine whether and how SRWL was reported in these informal contexts. IWL related to compliance frequently occurred through the use of information on the intranet (17 mentions). One participant shared, “We have an intranet. There even is a tab for newcomers, which is for all that onboarding stuff, so to speak, and there is a list of useful links. You can get to the claim for travel expenses here or to the application for leave here.” (Participant 2). Although these materials were provided by the organization, their use was neither mandatory nor guided, placing responsibility on the newcomers to decide when and how to engage with the information. Several participants reported independently searching the intranet to clarify internal procedures or complete administrative tasks. These illustrate how IWL supported by organizational infrastructure but initiated and regulated by the learners themselves. The described behaviors—identifying information needs, seeking out resources, and monitoring learning progress—can be seen as indicators of SRWL. As one participant noted: “I often used the search function on the intranet or in One Note. Of course, you also try to help yourself first. If you don't get any further, you ask the others, that's how it always was with us.” (Participant 17). IWL related to compliance and clarification also occurred through organization-related (12 mentions) and task-related conversations (14 mentions). These interactions were typically encouraged within the onboarding framework—for example, during team meetings or joint work phases—but were not formally structured or guided in content. As Participant 12 explained, “We also clarified questions when they occurred. Like in meetings or when we sat together and worked.” Such conversations served to clarify administrative procedures and professional tasks in real time, especially when formal materials left gaps. Although the setting was organizationally provided, the learning process itself relied on newcomers identifying knowledge gaps, asking targeted questions, and sometimes planning next steps—behaviors that reflect indicators of SRWL in IWL settings.

Learning by doing (24 mentions) was the most frequently described IWL approach within the clarification category. Participants reported independently engaging with tasks, trying out different methods, and gradually building competence through hands-on experience. Several participants described monitoring their own understanding, adapting their actions, and reflecting on outcomes. As one participant explained: “It was basically learning by doing. I mean, it's not rocket science, right? We just kind of worked our way through it, I'd say.” (Participant 33). These accounts reflect indicators of SRWL, with newcomers setting informal goals, identifying knowledge gaps, and iteratively improving their performance. Moreover, this activity can be classified as self-based IWL, as it is conducted primarily independently, without the involvement of others (Decius and Hein, 2024). Within the clarification dimension, job shadowing (12 mentions) allowed newcomers to observe experienced colleagues and understand everyday work routines. Although typically unstructured, the format offered opportunities for interaction and contextualized learning. Newcomers reported asking questions and actively engaging during these periods, which enriched their understanding. One participant shared, “During these two weeks I basically shadowed my predecessor (…), got to see the daily grind, the everyday work routines and stuff like that.” (Participant 24). These informal observations often included moments of self-initiated inquiry and reflection, which are indicators of SRWL. For example, Participant 11 noted: “So I would sit next to someone at work, for example at a machine, and watch them. Afterwards or during the process I could ask questions. And then subsequently I also read up on things like that in the online academy, so specialist knowledge or something I was still looking for.” When participants deliberately used the experience to deepen their understanding or identify further learning needs, job shadowing served as a setting in which SRWL could unfold. Job shadowing can further be classified as social-based IWL, as newcomers reported typical activities such as model learning and seeking feedback (Decius and Hein, 2024).

Shared breaks (21 mentions) emerged as a frequent IWL setting within the connection dimension. These unstructured moments—such as lunch or coffee breaks—provided newcomers with informal opportunities to connect with colleagues. As one participant shared, “But that was pretty cool because they just say, let's go for lunch or have a coffee, you know, to get to know each other better.” (Participant 6). While not formally structured, these interactions supported relational learning through self-initiated conversations, enabling newcomers to reflect on social dynamics or seek clarification in a casual setting. The autonomy and initiative of newcomers in shaping them indicate SRWL. Social activities (13 mentions), such as bowling nights or team cooking events, were also mentioned as contributing to newcomers' social integration and were typically organized by the company. Participants appreciated the occasions for creating a relaxed environment to get to know colleagues. However, descriptions of SRWL indicators were largely absent, suggesting that while these activities fostered connection, they offered limited opportunities for SRWL.

Within the culture dimension, norm-related conversations (16 mentions) served as a key form of IWL. While unstructured in nature, these interactions were embedded in the broader onboarding context and often occurred in organizationally facilitated settings such as team meetings or informal exchanges with colleagues. Participants valued these conversations for helping them understand implicit behavioral expectations and organizational norms. In several cases, newcomers reported using such moments to clarify uncertainties or ask specific questions—indicating SRWL behaviors. As one participant noted: “I've heard or been told a lot about manners and so on by my colleagues. And then sometimes I've thought about how to do this and that or who to ask and so on.” (Participant 26). Thus, although informally structured, they facilitated SRWL when newcomers used them to actively engage with cultural expectations.

IWL emerged as a key component of onboarding, particularly within the dimensions of clarification and culture. Activities such as job shadowing and task-related conversations enabled situated, experience-based learning that newcomers often shaped through their own initiative. Intranet searches and informal exchanges further reflected SRWL features like monitoring and addressing knowledge gaps. While not all informal measures showed many elements of SRWL, several provided space for newcomers to take ownership of their learning process. These findings highlight how IWL supports the construction of individualized learning paths in onboarding that extend beyond formal structures.




4 Discussion

The present study explored how newcomers engage in learning during onboarding by examining a wide range of learning activities across the four onboarding content dimensions: compliance, clarification, connection, and culture. The findings indicate that newcomers engage with both formal and informal activities and that learning during onboarding is shaped not only by organizationally provided measures but also by how newcomers actively interact with them. This highlights onboarding as a process co-constructed by organizational structures and learner behavior, rather than a set of static learning measures. How newcomers approach onboarding—whether by following predefined paths or by actively shaping their experiences—shapes how and what they learn. This finding supports conceptualizations of onboarding as a dynamic learning path rather than a static program (Poell, 2017; Poell and van der Krogt, 2014).

FWL played a central role in newcomers' onboarding experiences across all onboarding dimensions, particularly in compliance and clarification. These activities were typically planned, structured, and trainer-led—for example, in the form of professional trainings. Consistent with previous research, FWL supported learning and the acquisition of explicit knowledge about organizational policies and responsibilities (Billett, 1996), thereby providing a reliable foundation for integration (Svensson et al., 2004). However, FWL was not perceived as entirely passive. The findings show that several formal formats—for example, onboarding plans and structured sessions—enabled active engagement. Participants described behaviors such as asking follow-up questions, scheduling further meetings, and flexibly using provided resources. These actions indicate SRWL processes such as monitoring, identifying knowledge gaps, and regulating learning processes (Sitzmann and Ely, 2011). Thus, the opportunities for SRWL within formal measures depend not solely on their structure, but on learner's autonomy and the format's flexibility. When applied flexibly, formal elements may support individualized learning paths (Poell, 2017). At the same time, the findings point to a potential limitation in some formal designs: while structured formats offer clarity and reduce uncertainty (Bauer et al., 2021; Paulsen et al., 2024), they may constrain SRWL when learning goals, content, and processes are fully predefined. Especially in formats like e-learning modules or handbooks, participants rarely reported indicators of SRWL such as monitoring or reflection (Kortsch et al., 2024; Sitzmann and Ely, 2011). These formats provided consistency but lacked flexibility—aligning with prior research suggesting that excessive structure can inhibit learner autonomy and adaptability (Frögéli et al., 2023).

IWL was reported across all onboarding dimensions and served as a key mechanism for acquiring job-relevant knowledge and building interpersonal connections. Unlike formal activities, it occurred through often unstructured, work-embedded interactions that were not tied to explicit objectives. These situations supported learning about organizational practices and norms beyond formal instruction. This flexibility also created favorable conditions for SRWL. As informal settings often lacked predefined goals or processes, they allowed newcomers to ask questions, monitor understanding, and reflect on learning (Kortsch et al., 2024; Sitzmann and Ely, 2011). Accordingly, newcomers described IWL situations offering indicators of SRWL, especially within the clarification and connection dimensions. Particularly in the connection dimension, activities such as social interactions and conversations enabled learning and integration. In line with previous research, participants emphasized the importance of conversations and interpersonal contact for acquiring social-interactional knowledge (Jeong et al., 2018). These findings confirm that IWL contributes to the development of interpersonal competencies (Lewalter and Neubauer, 2020), which are essential for effective integration (Ashforth et al., 2007). They also support earlier findings that newcomers actively seek out interpersonal interactions to navigate unfamiliar organizational environments (Ellis et al., 2015). Many activities reflected social-based IWL, where learning occurred through observation or feedback (Decius and Hein, 2024). Other activities, like learning by doing, aligned with self-based IWL, where learners independently searched for knowledge or solutions. This distinction illustrates how IWL fosters SRWL through both individual and social learning pathways (Decius and Hein, 2024).

The reported SRWL indicators showed that SRWL emerged across all onboarding content dimensions and was embedded in both FWL and IWL activities. Rather than occurring in isolation, SRWL complemented other learning forms depending on the learner's autonomy and the openness of the activity. SRWL indicators involve individual initiative, goal-setting, and reflection, allowing learners to actively shape their learning process (Kortsch et al., 2024; Sitzmann and Ely, 2011). Our findings show that SRWL often occurred when onboarding activities invited learner involvement—such as following up on materials, asking clarifying questions, or using informal settings for self-initiated learning. These behaviors reflect SRWL indicators and components like goal-setting and monitoring (Sitzmann and Ely, 2011). Newcomers described identifying gaps, pursuing additional information, and monitoring their understanding. These findings support models that emphasize learner autonomy and engagement during organizational entry (Schraw et al., 2006). Importantly, SRWL was not limited to self-initiated activities outside the organization's framework. Many structured learning elements—like checklists or e-learning modules—only unfolded their full learning potential when learners engaged with them proactively. These examples show that formal formats can support SRWL when learners adapt and expand them based on personal goals. This reflects a learning process that is externally structured but internally driven, where learners define their own trajectory (Panadero, 2017; Poell, 2017). Thus, SRWL during onboarding often emerged within or alongside FWL and IWL (Kortsch et al., 2024; Sitzmann and Ely, 2011). This supports the idea that onboarding should not be conceptualized through rigid learning typologies but as an integrated process with individual learning paths (Poell, 2017). Rather than viewing SRWL as separate, these findings suggest that it frequently accompanies other workplace learning forms—depending on learner's initiative and the format's flexibility (Richter et al., 2020; Rohs, 2009). These dynamics help explain why some onboarding elements offered more opportunities for SRWL than others—even when structurally similar. This supports the call for more integrated, learner-centered approaches to work-related learning in dynamic environments (Kauffeld et al., 2025; Kortsch et al., 2024), as they reveal how FWL, IWL, and SRWL interact and how newcomers shape their onboarding experience.


4.1 Theoretical contributions

This study contributes to onboarding theory by reconceptualizing onboarding as a dynamic learning process shaped by the interaction of FWL, IWL, and SRWL forms, highlighting how newcomers actively construct individualized learning paths across content dimensions. This study integrates the different learning forms and examines their relevance across the four onboarding content dimensions: compliance, clarification, connection, and culture. It provides insights into which formal and informal onboarding measures are used, where specific onboarding content is learned, and in which situations newcomers display indicators of SRWL. By mapping learning forms to onboarding dimensions, the study refines existing onboarding models that have primarily focused on content or outcomes without systematically linking them to learning processes. Building on research that conceptualizes onboarding as more than an instructional process (Becker and Bish, 2021; Fang et al., 2011), the study extends this view by showing how learning forms differ in the extent to which they involve SRWL during onboarding. It thereby enriches workplace learning models that have traditionally examined FWL, IWL, and SRWL in isolation (Kauffeld et al., 2025; Kortsch et al., 2024; Rohs, 2009) and shows how SRWL can be seen as a cross-cutting mechanism that enables newcomers to navigate and personalize both FWL and IWL opportunities into meaningful and self-directed onboarding experiences.

While prior research often treats FWL, IWL, and SRWL as distinct categories (Decius, 2024; Kauffeld et al., 2025; Kortsch et al., 2024), this study shows how these forms frequently co-occur and interact within onboarding and how newcomers make use of different learning forms and SRWL activities. Newcomers reported engaging in structured formats while also navigating self-directed or IWL opportunities. This challenges assumptions that specific learning forms are tied exclusively to certain onboarding contents (Billett, 1996) and highlights how they interact in complementary ways (Gerhardt et al., 2022). Indeed, as prior literature emphasizes, the boundaries between FWL, IWL and SRWL are often blurred and overlapping in practice, making it difficult to draw clear distinctions (Cerasoli et al., 2018; Kauffeld et al., 2025; Paulsen et al., 2024). Our findings align with these models (Kortsch et al., 2024; Schraw et al., 2006) and position SRWL as a cross-cutting mechanism in work-related learning, cutting across formal and informal formats. By emphasizing this interplay, the study presents onboarding as an integrated and dynamic learning process rather than isolated strategies (Decius, 2024; Schaper et al., 2023). This reconceptualization challenges linear onboarding models and supports a layered understanding of learning, in which newcomers simultaneously follow, adapt, and expand upon structured learning trajectories. These findings resonate with the concept of individual learning paths (Poell, 2017), which view learning as a result of interacting organizational structures and learners contributions. Although learning paths were not investigated directly, the results show that newcomers actively combine learning opportunities across contexts, indicating that onboarding can enable meaningful and individualized learning trajectories (Poell et al., 2018). In doing so, the study contributes to a more holistic understanding of work-related learning, fostering both individual autonomy and organizational alignment.

A central contribution lies in refining the role of newcomers. Moving beyond earlier conceptualizations of newcomers as passive recipients (Morrison, 1993; Sprogoe and Elkjaer, 2010), the findings show that they actively shape their onboarding—by asking questions, initiating follow-up meetings, and flexibly using available resources. This suggests that newcomers not only absorb onboarding content but also co-construct their learning process through self-regulated engagement. Moreover, the findings indicate that newcomers' activity can extend beyond individual integration. Their self-regulatory engagement can not only support their learning but also become a mechanism of feedback to the organization, surfacing gaps in onboarding structures or introducing new perspectives. This highlights the dual role of newcomers as learners and contributors, supporting innovation and reflexivity in onboarding systems (Boulamatsi et al., 2021; Jokisaari and Vuori, 2014). This supports a more participatory and interactionist view of newcomers during onboarding, in which learning is not simply delivered by the organization, but also shaped by those experiencing it (Bauer et al., 2025; Zhao et al., 2023). The study also advances onboarding theory by connecting specific onboarding practices to learning processes and content dimensions. Although various onboarding measures are used in practice, their alignment with learning mechanisms has been underexplored (Klein et al., 2015; Mitschelen et al., 2025). This study helps address this gap by showing how different measures relate to FWL, IWL, and SRWL, and how newcomers actively engage with and experience them in real onboarding situations.



4.2 Practical implications

This paper offers practical implications for designing onboarding processes that foster both newcomer learning and enable meaningful contributions. Rather than treating onboarding as a one-directional process of information delivery, organizations should view it as a learning process that actively engages newcomers (Revsbæk, 2014; Sprogoe and Elkjaer, 2010). Such engagement not only enhances individual learning but may also generate organizational value through newcomer-driven insight and innovation (Boulamatsi et al., 2021). To support this dual function of onboarding—as both learning and contribution—organizations should deliberately enable SRWL across all onboarding formats. A first step is to move beyond standardized onboarding tracks toward more individualized learning paths. Combining multiple learning forms allows for richer and more adaptive learning experiences (Kortsch et al., 2019; Mitschelen et al., 2025). By tailoring onboarding formats to newcomers' needs and backgrounds, organizations can strengthen integration and potentially reduce onboarding costs (Batistič, 2018). Formal elements such as training sessions and mentorship remain important for foundational knowledge (Ostroff and Kozlowski, 1992). However, to foster SRWL, these formats should include space for adaptation and initiative—for example, onboarding checklists that allow newcomers to prioritize or modify tasks, or training phases that include elements of self-monitoring and goal setting. Additionally, exchange meetings with experienced colleagues can help newcomers clarify expectations, reflect on their progress, and contribute ideas (Klein et al., 2015; Moser et al., 2018).

IWL thrives in relational, low-pressure settings (Decius et al., 2021; Kortsch et al., 2024). Organizations must therefore reduce structural barriers such as time pressure and excessive workload, which can limit opportunities for informal interaction and self-regulation (Decius et al., 2021; Klein and Heuser, 2008). These stressors can reduce the effectiveness of IWL and prevent SRWL from unfolding (Cerasoli et al., 2018). To address this, onboarding programs should offer protected time for learning and social interaction—for example, through structured onboarding phases or informal peer events (Mitschelen et al., 2025; Moser et al., 2018). A realistic onboarding pace and protected time for informal exchange can enhance the effectiveness of IWL and SRWL (Cerasoli et al., 2018).

Digital resources are another essential element for enabling SRWL and IWL (Kortsch et al., 2019). While these tools offer flexible, self-paced access to information (Jansen et al., 2020), their effectiveness depends on the learner's ability to take ownership of the process (Jin et al., 2023). To support this, digital materials should incorporate elements like self-monitoring tools, feedback loops, and optional depth of content, and should allow revisiting content as needed (Mitschelen et al., 2025; Schraw et al., 2006; Welk et al., 2023). Digital onboarding tools should be designed not only to deliver content but to empower newcomers to plan, track, and reflect on their progress (Mitschelen et al., 2025). This also requires acknowledging that newcomers differ in prior experience and preferred learning modes (Mahony et al., 2012; Moser et al., 2018). Flexible onboarding formats —including digital ones—can support diverse needs and foster learner-centered integration (Poell, 2017). Furthermore, relational resources remain essential to onboarding success (Ellis et al., 2015; Mitschelen et al., 2025). Newcomers frequently emphasized the value of access to experienced colleagues for questions and feedback. This confirms prior research showing that relational support strengthens both immediate learning outcomes and long-term performance, clarity, and integration (Harrison et al., 2011). Participants reported IWL and SRWL as effective when they felt welcomed and had someone available to answer questions. This aligns with research suggesting that psychological safety fosters proactive learning behaviors (Kittel et al., 2021; Margaryan et al., 2013). Organizations should therefore foster an open, inclusive culture in which newcomers feel safe to ask questions, take initiative, and actively use available resources (Kittel et al., 2021).



4.3 Future research

This study highlights several avenues for future research to advance the theoretical understanding of onboarding as a learning process. A key priority lies in examining SRWL during onboarding—identified here as a critical yet underexplored aspect of newcomer learning. While proactivity has been discussed in the context of onboarding (Bauer et al., 2025; Zhao et al., 2023), the role of SRWL and its variations across different onboarding formats remains insufficiently understood. Future studies should explore when SRWL behaviors emerge, how they are enabled or constrained by organizational structures, and under what conditions newcomers take ownership of learning (Bauer et al., 2025). In addition, future research should examine the temporal interplay between FWL, IWL, and SRWL. Rather than treating these learning forms as static categories, scholars could explore how newcomers shift between them over time, depending on changing needs and onboarding stages (Decius et al., 2023; Kortsch et al., 2024). Prior work suggests that technical knowledge is prioritized early in onboarding, while feedback-seeking and social integration become more important in later phases (Chan and Smith, 2000; Jablin, 2001). Investigating such temporal dynamics would help align onboarding formats with newcomers' changing learning goals.

Moreover, the mechanisms underlying onboarding-related learning require further attention. While this study mapped learning behaviors and formats, it did not examine how cognitive and motivational processes like goal-setting or persistence influence learning during onboarding. Future work could build on theoretical models of learning cycles or self-regulation (Decius et al., 2024a; Margaryan et al., 2013) to investigate how these psychological mechanisms interact with onboarding structures and shape learning outcomes. To gain a deeper and more generalizable understanding of these mechanisms, future research should also apply quantitative approaches—for instance, by using validated instruments to assess motivational factors or SRWL strategies across larger newcomer samples. Future research could further explore contextual and personal factors shaping learning during onboarding and their interplay. The findings show that IWL is often facilitated through verbal exchanges and was particularly helpful for onboarding contents like connection. Research suggests that IWL may be more effective in smaller or less hierarchical organizations; therefore, future studies could examine how organizational factors like size, industry, hierarchy, or degree of formalization influence IWL processes and outcomes (Decius et al., 2019). Additionally, participants identified organizational culture as a key factor influencing their learning and their ability to actively contribute. Future research should investigate how culture supports or hinders learning, particularly social forms of IWL (Jeong et al., 2018; Kittel et al., 2021). Individual characteristics such as curiosity or psychological capital could also affect engagement and outcomes (Jeong et al., 2018). Prior experience or education level may influence how newcomers access and utilize learning opportunities—e.g., more educated individuals may engage more in IWL and SRWL (Cerasoli et al., 2018; Decius et al., 2023). Comparative studies across different organizational types and employee groups could inform how onboarding can be better tailored to different groups.

The “dark side” of IWL also warrants further investigation. While IWL offers flexibility, it presents challenges such as limited control over content and difficulties in evaluating outcomes (Paulsen et al., 2024). The current findings provide insight into what is learned informally and self-regulated during onboarding, but future research should examine whether this learning aligns with organizational objectives and how its effectiveness can be assessed (Kortsch et al., 2024). This could include studies focusing on both newcomers and those responsible for onboarding processes. Developing reliable methods to monitor and guide IWL and SRWL would help organizations leverage their benefits while mitigating potential risks.

While this study provides insights into short-term learning experiences, the long-term impact of onboarding-related learning remains underexplored. Although onboarding has been linked to outcomes such as role adjustment and commitment (Ashforth et al., 2007; Schaper et al., 2023), yet we know little about how such effects evolve over time. Longitudinal research is needed to examine how onboarding practices influence long-term development and retention. Factors such as supervisor and peer support have been shown to enhance learning transfer (Massenberg et al., 2015; Mehner and Kauffeld, 2023), and should be considered in future studies with longitudinal designs (Mehner et al., 2024; Richter and Kauffeld, 2020). Additionally, while digital tools were mentioned as helpful, they were not yet integrated systematically. Prior research has focused primarily on digital onboarding in higher education (Schilling et al., 2024, 2022), but their use in workplace onboarding remains underexplored (Mitschelen et al., 2025). Future research should examine how digital tools like e-learning or interactive platforms can support FWL, IWL, and SRWL in onboarding. This includes investigating how they can reduce cognitive overload and promote self-regulated learning (Mayer and Moreno, 2003). Lastly, future research could expand on the role of newcomers not only as active participants in their learning but also as contributors of new perspectives and knowledge during the onboarding process (Sprogoe and Elkjaer, 2010). Investigating how newcomers share their insights and experiences with the organization could support innovation and organizational improvement (Boulamatsi et al., 2021). By exploring how these active contributions influence both individual and organizational development, future studies could deepen our understanding of onboarding as an interactive process that includes opportunities for knowledge-sharing and innovation (Boulamatsi et al., 2021; Jokisaari and Vuori, 2014).



4.4 Limitations

While this study offers valuable insights into the interplay of learning forms and onboarding content, it also has limitations. First, the sample predominantly consisted of participants from European organizations, which may limit the transferability of the findings. Cultural differences in onboarding practices and learning approaches could influence the results. Therefore, future research could expand the scope to include participants from diverse regions, such as Asia, the Americas, and Arabic region, to explore cultural influences on onboarding and learning (Bauer et al., 2025; Mitschelen et al., 2025; Schilling et al., 2024). Additionally, participants were recruited primarily through the authors' professional and personal networks, which may have introduced selection bias. It is possible that those who volunteered for the study were more interested in learning and onboarding than the general population. Although this sampling method allowed for an in-depth exploration of the research questions, future studies should aim for broader and more diverse samples to enhance the robustness of the findings. The study relied on retrospective self-reports from newcomers in Lower Saxony, which may impact the dependability of the findings (Margaryan et al., 2013). Learning is a complex and multifaceted process; components of acquired knowledge are often tacit and difficult to articulate (Nonaka, 1991), and individuals may not always be aware of what they have learned (Alavi and Leidner, 2001), which is likely true for onboarding and this study. Despite this, qualitative methods were appropriate for exploring perceptions of learning strategies and onboarding practices, given the early stage of research in this field. Nevertheless, future studies could use longitudinal and quantitative designs to investigate changes over time and relationships between learning forms and onboarding content (Margaryan et al., 2013). Finally, our categorization of FWL, IWL, and SRWL reflects an interpretive framework based on participants' descriptions. As previous research has emphasized, the different workplace learning forms often overlap in theory and practice, making clear-cut distinctions analytically useful but inherently limited (Kauffeld et al., 2025; Paulsen et al., 2024).




5 Conclusion

In a knowledge-based society, effective learning during organizational onboarding is essential for both individual development and organizational success. This study conceptualizes onboarding as a dynamic learning process shaped by the interaction of FWL, IWL, and SRWL. Newcomers are not passive recipients of onboarding content but actively construct individualized learning paths across different onboarding dimensions, depending on both organizational structures and learners' engagement. By illustrating how different learning forms complement one another and where SRWL emerges, the study refines existing onboarding and workplace learning models. Practically, the findings highlight the need for onboarding designs that go beyond static information delivery and instead foster flexibility, initiative, and meaningful learner involvement. Organizations should create conditions that support SRWL and IWL, while ensuring that formal structures remain adaptable and open for interaction. Future research should further explore how newcomers' active engagement can be leveraged not only for individual integration but also for organizational learning and innovation. As onboarding increasingly spans hybrid and digital formats, fostering learner autonomy and a supportive learning culture will be critical for sustainable newcomer development.
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