Designing
First-Run
Onboarding:

Value, Starting Point,
and Next Step

Sl ® First-run onboarding guides users from
@ signup to the aha moment, not a _ N
feature tour. ' |

e Core framework: Communicate value

n before commitment; show a clear
starting point; offer one next step.
. e Balance guidance with user freedom:
‘ respect attention and avoid excessive
4 interruptions.

e Course path: Principles — patterns —
))) measurement — practical auditing of
real flows.




The Learner's Starting Point:
Roles, Mental Models, and
Prior Knowledge

090 » UX designers, product managers,
and developers building onboarding

* Misconceptions: onboarding =
product tour, more = better,
one-size-fits-all

 Know UX writing, interaction
design, user research; need
first-run application

e Pain points: high drop-off,
intimidating blank states,
feature pressure over friction




The Three Pillars: Value, Starting Point, Next Step

Pillar 1—Value: ﬁ)}>

Show why the product
matters before asking
for commitment.

Pillar 2—Starting Point:

Make the user's current
position visible and clear.

Pillar 3—Next Step:

Offer exactly one
actionable step to
reduce paralysis.

Core tension:

llluminate a path without
dictating every step.




Progressive Disclosure: Show Less to Teach More

- Introduce features and complexity
only when relevant to the user’s
current task

- Front-loaded setup delays value;
progressive disclosure reduces
cognitive overload

- Canva introduces tools contextually
during creation; Duolingo hints at
new exercise types

- Gate features by usage milestones
and behavioral triggers, not time

- Each guided step risks 8-12%
completion drop; keep sequences lean

Start e

Show only what's
needed to begin.

Milestone ; T ™ 6) i Q‘

Reached S

Reveal the next set |
of relevant tools.

Deeper .
Engagement

Unlock advanced
capabilities as
needed.

Expert Level

Access full depth
when it truly
supports the task.
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Provide guidance just-in-time—
when users need it—not upfront
before they care

Replace modal overlays with
tooltips, coach marks, inline hints,
and action-driven walkthroughs

Each extra tour step reduces
completion by ~8-12%; keep
guided sequences to 3-5 steps max

Interactive tutorials (55-70%
completion) outperform static
tooltip tours (15-25%)

Guided first-run experiences
achieve 60-75% completion with
progressive, contextual help

Interruptive Experience
Modal-Heavy & Disruptive

Guide when it matters. Help in context. Let users stay in flow.

Minimizing Interruption: The Art of Just-in-Time Guidance

Just-in-Time Experience
Contextual & Unobtrusive




Mapping the SUCCESS
First-Run User Journey

® |dentify critical moments:
signup, welcome, setup,
core action, success

® Design the 'aha moment'
and the shortest path to
reach it

WELCOME

M Aha moment
'o' Shortest path
< 4o value

® Treat empty states as
teaching surfaces, not
dead ends

® Reveal only what the user
needs for the next milestone

SIGNUP




I Empty States: Your Most Underrated Onboarding Surface

First-use screens hold
disproportionate power
over activation and churn.

Three jobs: name the
outcome, preview success
(ghost rows), and offer
one clear CTA.

Match tone to type: onboard,
celebrate, recover, explain,
or clarify permissions.

Use sample data to reduce
blank-panel anxiety and
measure time-to-first-action.

Nothing here yet

This space is ready for you.

B

Let’s get you started

Add your first item to see
everything come together.

+ Add your first item i



Choice Architecture: Smart Defaults,
Previews, and Sign-Up Flow Design

Y

+
+

Use smart defaults and
templates to reduce initial
decision burden

Preview value with
sample data before
requiring account creation

Request permissions
contextually—explain why
and defer non-essential asks

Build trust with transparent
opt-outs and ethical nudges,
not dark patterns

Create your account
A

&

Smart defaults to
+ ¥ make signing up effortless.

Preview your
experience

@ See the value first—
no account needed.




Personalization and
Segmentation:
One Size Fits None

y 9
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SALES
Personalized path.
Relevant work.

e Collect 1-3 key data points at signup
to route users to distinct paths

e Al infers user segments from signals
and minimal surveys

e HubSpot routes sales reps to
pipelines, marketers to campaigns

e Notion uses one intent question to
reshape the entire first-run

® Remove irrelevant work so users see
personal relevance in seconds

MARKETING

Personalized path.
Relevant work.



Checklists, Progress,
and Gamification:
Building Momentum

- Checklists convert complexity into
outcome-focused sequences for
meaningful activation.

- Progress bars accelerate effort
through near-completion effects
and visible momentum.

- Adaptive checklists auto-detect
completed steps and reorder based
on user behavior.

- Gamification triggers sustain
momentum but require dynamic,
personalized pacing.




Measuring Onboarding
Effectiveness: Metrics That Matter

I ® Median SaaS$ activation rate: {2 A )

; i A Activati i i
¢ Onboarding completion # activation: ) P Bleckistoumpigen

only 19.2% finish checklists;
37.5% reach value

" i (<S5 ARR)t023 s 37.5% 19.2%

($100K+ enterprise)

111§

reach value finish checklists

Each extra onboarding step cuts
completion by ~8-12%

2 &

Track: activation rate, TTV,
Day 1/7/30 retention, and
qualitative signals (replays, surveys)

B




A/B Testing and Continuous Optimization

3 § : C | Variati
® A/B test against activation SitiolA) ariation (B)
rate, time-to-value, and O 0
Day 30 retention e ~

.‘-

® Avoid over-optimizing
checklist completion without mj
genuine user learning

® Behavior-triggered emails ' o median lift in

a activation rate
outperform time-based (_I,_)

sequences by 2x or more

® Al-native flows show a 3.2x b
median lift in activation rate _E:j P




Common Onboarding Mistakes

and How to Fix Them

COMMON MISTAKES

2
)

Feature tours vs. paths:

Guide core workflow completion,

not interface explanations

Setup before value: Defer
integrations and invites to
post-activation

Blank first screens: Use
templates and outcome-
focused empty states

One-size fits all: Segment
users early; solo and team
paths differ

Ignoring emotional friction:

Provide clear expectations
and visible progress

-

HOW TO FIX THEM

+ Guide core workflow

completion, not interface
explanations

+ Defer integrations and

489 invites to post-activation

+ Use templates and

outcome-focused
empty states

+ Segment users early;

afa solo and team paths differ

n Provide clear expectations

a—?} and visible progress



Practical Workshop:
Auditing an
Existing
Onboarding Flow

Blank state
lacks value
and direction

¢ Evaluate each screen for value
communication, starting-point
clarity, and one clear next step

Interruption
breaks flow

¢ |dentify where blank states, andTeontext
n

interruptions, or missing guidance
cause friction

Audit your top 3 most-visited
empty states and redesign
them with the four-element
anatomy

Missing clear
next step / CTA

e Prioritize quick wins: fix first-use
empty states, shorten sign-up,
and add one intent-routing
question

©0006




From Principles to Practice:
Your Onboarding Design Checklist

Starting Point Next Step

- Use the value-starting-point-next-step
lens on every screen

- Download the actionable checklist: define,
map, segment, design, instrument

- Avoid rollout traps: too many flows,
ignoring stalled users, siloed teams

4
\// \_] - Continue learning via UserOnboard,

Product-Led Alliance, and key benchmarks

Empty Container
as Opportunity




PersonWise.

PersonWise - Al digital-human course platform

Scan the code or click anywhere to watch this course live, with voice Q&A

personwise.ai/t/bcc2484f/public


https://personwise.ai/t/bcc2484f/public?entry_surface=public_courseware_pdf

