
1User Onboarding: From Sign up to Success



2User Onboarding: From Sign up to Success

INTRODUCTION TO USER 
ONBOARDING

 
When many of us think of user onboarding, we think of Samuel 
Hulick’s teardowns or magic bullets like Facebook’s “Follow 7 

Friends in 10 days.” As you are reading this, you may even have a 
favorite onboarding experience that comes to mind. 

But great user onboarding doesn’t happen overnight. Teams at 
Slack or Facebook or Quora are staffed with talented engineers, 

product managers, designers, marketers and researchers 
who spend all day every day pondering how to improve user 
engagement. They learn from troves of data and a seemingly 

infinite rolodex of power users. They have the volume to 
experiment quickly but the patience to wait for results.

But they are the outliers. This book is not for them.

This book is for the 99% of tech companies who make very real 
prioritization decisions every day. It is a book about empowering 

people to do what they are best at—non-technical teammates 
harnessing a user’s desire while engineers focusing on building 

the core product over the long haul. 

Specifically, it’s about a new approach—how you can build in-
product experiences code-free—to improve user engagement. 

It’s an approach that hundreds of companies have used to 
reliably grow their user bases, cut down on engineering time, and 

build products their users love. 

 

Jackson Noel, 
Co-Founder of Appcues

http://useronboard.com
http://useronboard.com
https://www.quora.com/Growth-Hacking/How-do-you-find-insights-like-Facebooks-7-friends-in-10-days-to-grow-your-product-faster
http://benjabbawy.com/post/41259941926/chamath-palihapatiya-how-we-put-facebook-on-the
http://benjabbawy.com/post/41259941926/chamath-palihapatiya-how-we-put-facebook-on-the
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Section 1 : Buying In

YOUR PRODUCT, YOUR TEAM: 
MORE EFFECTIVE
 

Why code-free user onboarding?
 
Code-free user onboarding helps companies accelerate in two 
ways. It greases the wheels for experimentation, and it gives 
the capability of creating a user onboarding experience to more 
user-facing teammates.

 
Iterate Faster
 
Whether you are simply tweaking messaging to optimize 
conversions, or you actually have no idea what your core value is, 
you need the ability to experiment on and iterate your product’s 
user onboarding experience.
 
The more experiments you can perform and learn from, the more 
positive results you will see, and the faster you will grow. This 
concept is credited to renowned growth hacker, Sean Ellis, who 
coined this growth framework term, “High Tempo Testing.”
 
Code-free user onboarding allows for high tempo testing with 
ease. Instead of bugging the dev team to implement every 
experiment or a/b test, you can implement them yourself with a 
code-free user onboarding tool. Additionally, many of these tools 
will give you the ability to measure the results of your onboarding 
experiments, so you know with certainty what worked and what 
didn’t.

Code-free user onboarding customer, Storyboard That, increased 
their percentage of free trialers to paid users by 112% by 
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https://growthhackers.com/slides/high-tempo-testing-a-process-for-your-growth-team-to-generate-predictable-results
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implementing an A/B test of their onboarding experience. The 
results had their Founder and CEO, Aaron Sherman, “...blown 
away. We’ve done massive multi-month projects with multiple 
people working on them and have never gotten anywhere near 
these kind of results as using Appcues for half an hour and 
launching an A/B test.”
 
Save Dev Time
 
It isn’t news that developer time is very valuable to a software 
company, and in most cases, it’s most efficiently applied to 
core technical challenges. On top of that, it’s likely that your 
developers like writing code that is core to your product; they 
don’t like building interactive overlays that are tangential to your 
product’s mission. If you don’t believe this, you should ask them.
 
We have a saying at Appcues that “modals are never on the 
roadmap.” Interactive layover elements, such as modals and 
tooltips, have probably never been a part of your product specs. 
Right?
 
Similarly, user onboarding might be on your roadmap, but 
continual iteration of it probably isn’t. Code-free user onboarding 
allows you to free your development team of this burden.

“We’ve tried a number of different approaches to ensure more 
users find value: email, better help pages, etc. But it was always 

hard prioritize in-product experiences because we had to 
code them ourselves. Appcues gives our users the just-in-time 
training they need to be successful and feel empowered within 

Storyboard That.” 

 
Aaron Sherman, 

Founder & CEO, Storyboard That
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Harness User Insight
 
Insights like what feature resonates with specific personas and 
the kind of language that goes with introducing those features 
are more developed by teammates who spend more time 
interfacing with users.
 
In most organizations, the people who spend the most time 
talking to users are in product, marketing, or customer success 
roles. A typical knowledge flow typically goes through multiple 
people before it makes it into the product. This process can end 
up like the game of telephone that we played when we were 
kids. As information gets passed along, it gets diluted and mixed 
up.
 
By putting the code-free tools in the hands of more customer-
facing team members, you can streamline that knowledge flow 
directly into your app.

“Appcues lets our Product and Marketing teams create messages 
to our users that produce a 10 to 40% interaction rate.” 

Peter Clark, 

Growth Lead, Adroll
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EVALUATING CODE-FREE USER 
ONBOARDING TOOLS
 

What makes an onboarding solution code-free?
 
User onboarding is often thought of as a hard-coded user 
experience, native to every app. In these experiences, there 
are a few popularly used UI patterns such as modal windows, 
tooltips, hotspots, and coach marks.
 
Appcues has taken these proven UI patterns and enabled you to 
create them in your app without writing any code. By embedding 
a script in your web app, you can publish user experiences at the 
top of your app’s UI. If you’re familiar with Optimizely, it’s a lot 
like that.

Here are some tips for evaluating whether code-free user 
onboarding is the right solution for your team.

 
Dev Resources
 
If your team is all about building over buying, and you’ve already 
built things like your own email solution or applicant tracking 
system or analytics system, then it’s reasonable to hold that 
trajectory when evaluating third party tools.
 
Companies that lean toward building their own systems typically 
have a surplus of engineering talent, and are often late-stage 
startups that have already seen massive amounts of growth.
 
The benefit of buying also comes with the compromise of cost. 
Subscription costs can stack up over time, and often increase 
as you scale. You should ask yourself, will this tool give my team 
leverage over time, or is my money better spent elsewhere?
 
If you want to talk ROI, let’s have a chat privately. We can provide 
you with some numbers based on our customers’ successes and 
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https://www.optimizely.com/
http://www.appcues.com/demo-request/
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help you determine what return your investment might yield given 
your unique situation.
 
Get Stakeholders Onboard
 
It’s important to include all stakeholders when evaluating code-
free user onboarding. Because your application is centric to your 
organization’s output, there are often many individuals that may 
want to be involved. Three such parties will likely have a direct 
role in your purchasing decision:
 

• Designers: care about the look and feel
• Product Managers: want access to performance data
• Developers: determine whether they would rather build in-

house
 
Other parties may have interest based on additional use cases. It 
may be important to involve each to prove further ROI from your 
code-free user onboarding tool. Those roles and use cases may 
include:
 

• Product Marketing: to train customers on new features
• Growth: for in-app CTAs
• Customer Success: to communicate with customers in-app
• Support: for more natural product guidance

 
Each interested party has something to contribute to your 
onboarding experience, so have answers ready when it comes 
time to discuss. Here’s some help with Designers and Product 
Managers respectively:
 

• In Appcues, you’ll create styling that applies to all content 
before anything gets published so that your user onboarding 
experience looks absolutely native.

• Appcues integrates with all of your favorite analytics 
platforms so that you can include your onboarding 
experience as you measure user behavior.
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Section 2: Building Up

BUILDING YOUR USER 
ONBOARDING EXPERIENCE
 
 

What should my first-run experience focus on?
 
On a high level, your first-run experience should do three things. 
It should motivate, teach, and provide value to your users.

Build User Motivation
Do you ever sign up for a new online product and then never end 
up using it? Of course! Everyone does.

The job of motivating new users shouldn’t stop at your marketing 
site. Your product makes something in the user’s life easier, 
faster, cheaper, more fun, etc. As users get acclimated to your 
application, you still need to build on their motivation, so they 
always know why your application is important. Take this example:
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• Personalize the User Experience. As Dale Carnegie put 
it, “Remember that a person’s name is, to that person, the 
sweetest and most important sound in any language.” Using 
a new user’s first name is a simple, easy way to get things off 
to a good start.

• Reaffirm your product’s Value Proposition. Your product 
makes something in your user’s life easier, faster, cheaper, 
more fun, etc. Emphasize it. Accentuate it. Flaunt it.

• Showcase the People behind the Product. If you are just 
getting started, new users aren’t just betting on your product, 
they’re betting on you. This is a great opportunity to make 
yourself familiar and cultivate a real, human relationship with 
your users.

Ensure Users Know How to Use the Product
No matter how motivated users are, they won’t get very far if they 
don’t know how to use your product correctly. This is where you 
can use product tours to educate your users on how to work your 
app. Product tours are often made up of hotspots and tooltips 
that highlight important elements of your user interface. Here’s an 
example of a product tour:
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http://www.appcues.com/blog/drive-user-engagement-through-the-familiarity-principle/


11User Onboarding: From Sign up to Success

Drive Users to Take Meaningful Action
While it’s important to build motivation and ensure users don’t 
miss any important UI elements, modals and tooltips are never 
going to bring you to your WOW moment—or your app’s first 
valuable moment obtained by your users. At some point, you 
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have to get out of the way and let the user find that valuable 
moment in your product on their own.

Wistia, for instance, realized that users first come to their 
community to seek knowledge on a particular aspect of video 
marketing. So rather than emphasizing today’s trending topics, 
Wistia uses hotspots to get users to search the community, thus 
finding their answers and reaching their WOW moment much 
faster.
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Building Your First-Run Experience With Appcues
 
Within just 5 minutes of tinkering with Appcues, you can build a 
rough user onboarding experience like this:

Using Appcues’ WYSIWYG (what-you-see-is-what-you-get) 
content editor, you create your user experience and preview it 
inside of your product. In 5 more minutes, you can style your 
content to look native to your app like this:
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Appcues’ global styling means you can create a look and feel to 
match your brand and then let it run. In 10 more minutes, you can 
install Appcues and publish your content to your production site. 
That’s just 20 minutes and huzzah!
 
 
 

DEEPENING ENGAGEMENT 
THROUGHOUT THE USER’S 
LIFECYCLE
 

When does user onboarding truly end?
 
The short answer is, it doesn’t. A first-run experience is different 
than a user’s experience 30 days in. And once a user actively 
engages, how do you get them to cross your “highly-engaged” 
threshold?
 
And how about when new users get added to existing accounts? 
How do you onboard them? And how about onboarding your 
highly-engaged users to your new features as they get released?
 
In these ways, user onboarding never truly ends. The strategies 
and tactics you apply to your first-run experience may be 
applicable throughout the user’s lifecycle.

 
Improving Feature Adoption
 
The more value you can deliver to your customers, the more 
likely they are to keep coming back and potentially upgrading to 
your next level of pricing. Value can be measured by frequency 
of usage as well as the breadth of the product for which they are 
utilized.
 
You most often develop your new features with the intention of 
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delivering additional value to your existing (and future) customer-
base. So it’s imperative you onboard your customers to these 
new value-adds to continually improve retention and create 
upgrade opportunities.
 
One proven way to increase feature adoption is through targeted 
or timely in-app tutorials. HubSpot’s Product Marketing team 
uses Appcues to drive new feature adoption. “Appcues is so 
powerful because it allows us to build our product marketing 
campaigns into a user’s natural workflow.” Here’s a glimpse into 
the announcements they make with Appcues.
 

HubSpot has successfully improved new feature adoption by 171% 
with this single campaign feature.
  
Further Use Cases 
When you have a code-free tool like Appcues in your technology 
stack, the possibilities for engaging users is endless. In addition 
to user onboarding and feature adoption, we’ve seen Appcues 
used for an amazing amount of campaigns. Notably:
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• Paywalls: free trials typically end with a paywall, or a screen 

that blocks users out of continuing to use the product unless 
they start paying. At Appcues, we use our own modal tool to 
create a paywall on our free trial. And we wrote a blog post 
on how well this works. 
 

• Content promotions: increase user engagement by 
distributing helpful content through an in-app promotion. 
Content promotion could include an ebook or a webinar 
invitation. 
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http://www.appcues.com/blog/from-trial-to-paid-how-we-accelerated-sales-by-68-percent-with-our-very-own-paywall/
http://www.appcues.com/blog/from-trial-to-paid-how-we-accelerated-sales-by-68-percent-with-our-very-own-paywall/
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• Deal promotions: similar to content promotion, you can 
promote pricing incentives to targeted customers through 
in-app messaging and get that extra boost you need to hit 
quota at the end of a quarter. 
 

• Sales demo offers: offer demos or consultations to particular 
prospects or customers. You can put a link to your sales 
calendars right inside your content. 
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• User surveys: collect user insight with in-app surveys. One 
of our favorite applications of user insight is to have highly 
engaged users describe your product, and then putting that 
copy on your website to attract future highly engaged users. 
We got this one from Sean Ellis who helped us write it up on 
our blog. 
 

• Net Promoter Score: get a benchmark on customer 
happiness over time to track your success. This popular 
metric is easy to create, distribute, and measure through a 
pre-made Appcues template.
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No matter the application of your code-free tools, each has to 
be measured. That way you can know what works and what 
doesn’t, and you can create iterations of your user engagement 
experiences over time.

 

HOW TO MEASURE YOUR USER 
ONBOARDING RESULTS

 
What should I measure to determine if my user 
onboarding experience is succeeding?
 
Ideally, you’ll measure your user onboarding in cohorts. The way 
I like to look at retention cohort data is by a half-life. At Appcues, 
we look at retention after 1 day, 3 days, 1 week, 2 weeks, 30 
days, 90 days, and beyond.

 
Benchmarking Your User Onboarding KPIs
 
Using an event-based analytics solution like Mixpanel, 
KISSmetrics, or Amplitude, you can collect data and break it 
down into pre-created dashboards like this one for cohorts:
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You can also create events that are important for your user to 
complete on his or her journey to success. This kind of report 
should give you a funnel view, showing the percentage of users 
that get to the next step, and it will help you uncover where your 
product is failing your users, so you can know at what stage to 
further experiment.
 
Measuring as Experiments
 
Appcues gives you some data on the results of your user 
onboarding experiments, but in order to measure them in 
context, you can push your Appcues data through integrations to 
your own analytics tool.
 
Your Appcues data will show up as events just like the rest.

 

 
By pushing your results to your larger analytics solution, you can 
effectively measure how your Appcues experiments are affecting 
your user journeys.
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Snags to Look Out For
 
It’s important to note that in order to measure user onboarding 
success with certainty, you’ll need to reach what is known as 
“stat sig” or statistical significance. With too small of a dataset, 
it will be hard to determine which of your experiments are truly 
succeeding. FYI, stat sig can be measured by following these 
instructions.
 
If you don’t have stat sig, you might want to onboard users 
manually for now. This will let you collect information about what 
users want out of your product, and what they need to know to 
get there. You can of course implement your ideas with a code-
free user onboarding solution, but you may not need to spend 
too much time on data analysis.
 
Last but not least, cohorts take a long time to develop. When you 
change something in your user onboarding process, It may take 
30-90 days to see how that change has had effect over the long-
term. So be patient. As I said in the intro, great user onboarding 
doesn’t happen overnight ;)
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http://www.wikihow.com/Assess-Statistical-Significance
http://www.wikihow.com/Assess-Statistical-Significance
http://onstartups.com/why-your-startup-should-ignore-your-onboarding-experience-for-now
http://onstartups.com/why-your-startup-should-ignore-your-onboarding-experience-for-now
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CONCLUSION
 

What’s the next logical step for me to take?
 

If you’re considering Appcues, we have found our customers to 
be most successful after walking through a demo with one of our 

team members. They will show you exactly how our product is 
being used and offer up anecdotes to how companies like yours 
are finding success with code-free user onboarding. If interested, 

request a demo through this form.

REQUEST A DEMO

If you really don’t want to chat with us, sign up for a free trial at 
Appcues.com and take a look at how you can use the product on 

your own. We’re happy to offer support as you see fit.

https://calendly.com/bookjohn/appcues-walkthrough/03-14-2016?back=1
http://Appcues.com

