The Art of Onboarding
Mobile App Users
Use First Impressions to Form
Lasting Customer Relationships

MOST APP
MARKETERS
STRUGGLE WITH THE
FOLLOWING PAIN
POINTS

Executive Summary
Successful user onboarding is key to long-term
customer retention. What happens in the first
few interactions after a user enters your app
environment will determine whether they’ll stay
and engage more or go inactive and sometimes
even uninstall.

Where did all my users go?
What led them to leave?

Successful onboarding techniques will help you
achieve the following:
•

Why do some users engage
more than others?

Reduce drop-offs and churn. Most apps lose 70%-90%
of their users in the first 30 days.

•

Bucket new users based on their activity and probability
of future app engagement so they are given the attention
they deserve.

•

Move new users to Active users or convert them to Paid
users, depending on your business goals.

How often are users
coming back to the app
after they download?

For discerning first-time visitors to remain a part of
your active community, you have a few steps to go
through in the first 3-30 days after they install your
app.

Were they part of an
expensive ad campaign? If

A successful onboarding strategy will help you

so, are they using the app

gain meaningful insights into your users’ future

in the intended way?

with your brand and help you engage with them so
you can carve out your place in their lives.
This paper endeavors to demystify the process

Do they have the potential

of onboarding new customers and offers best

to become Active Users, or

practices and recommendations on how you can

better still, Advocates?
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grow app usage and business revenue.
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Make your first
impression matter.
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1. The Problem of Bad
Onboarding
Why is Onboarding So Important in Improving Retention?
Long-term retention is so strongly related to what happens during the onboarding period
that you can often predict whether a customer will stay with you based on what actions they
take or don’t take in their first week.

The first in-app experience your customer
has with your product sets the tone for your
relationship. You want to avoid making it
confusing, overwhelming, or demanding.

The faster you can make your users understand the core
value of your product, the more likely they are to continue
using your product.
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Common Reasons
Why Users
Drop Out

1
2

USERS DON’T SEE
ENOUGH VALUE IN
THEIR 1ST OR 2ND
INTERACTION

THE USER EXPERIENCE IS
BAD AND THE INTERFACE IS
HARD TO NAVIGATE

4
3

USERS HAVE UNMATCHED
EXPECTATIONS WITH YOUR
PRODUCT/SERVICE

5
6

THE APP CONTAINS
TECHNICAL BUGS
OR CRASHES

THE SIGNUP FLOW
IS TOO LONG
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The Importance of Defining Your ‘Wow Moment’
As defined by David Skok1, a ‘Wow Moment’ occurs when a user suddenly recognizes the
core value of your product and sees their benefit in using it. As you built your app, you
probably had an idea of the core value of your product. However, how you see your product
and how your customers see your product when it’s live can be two different things. For
most apps, the Wow Moment is discovered by understanding user behavior. Therefore, it
will take observation, analysis and testing to figure out exactly what your Wow Moment is.

Example of a User’s Wow Moment
FITNESS APP

CONTENT APP

The user realizes that by tracking their calorie intake and
workouts through the app, they were able to break through a
personal fitness plateau within a few days.

The user realizes that the app was quickly able to recognize
their interests and notify them of important stories which are
relevant to them.

Your onboarding success and subsequent revenue
growth depends on getting your first-time user to
the ‘Wow Moment’ as soon as possible.
—
1

Growth Hacking: Creating a Wow Moment, David Skok - forEntrepreneurs.com
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2. The Solution: Make User
Experience a Priority
A. Get to Know Your Users Early
When you ask your users about their preferences as
they are signing up to be a part of your app community,
you automatically raise your chances of offering relevant
content. For example, you could ask their preferred genre
for a music app, topics for a news app or cuisines for a
food app.
By knowing users’ preferences, you are more likely to nail
the moment in which you can suggest an action they will
positively respond to. For example, you can send them an
email informing them that one of their favorite artists just
released a new single.
This process can be automated using the CleverTap
Music App Onboarding Flow by Willie
Bengtsson, Dribbble.com

segmentation feature. To learn more, check out the
CleverTap Segmentation whitepaper, Get Up Close and
Personal with Your Users2.

By knowing users’ preferences, you are able to
offer more value.
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B. Test & Analyze Your Onboarding Flow to Understand What
Works and What Doesn’t
Once you get closer to understanding your Wow Moments, you can start experimenting with
how to bring them to your users attention during onboarding.

Step One: Understand the difference
between correlation and causation.

Step Two: Experiment with causation.
Once you’ve ruled out the actions that are

Let’s say that you notice what seems to be

simple correlations, you can focus on the

a connection between two events in your

actions that actually influence long-term

ecommerce app: users who place an order

retention. Those actions are what you can

in the first week post download seem to

use to guide user behavior.

be more likely to stick around long-term.
If placing an order within the first week
This could mean that placing an order is

results

in

an

improvement

to

your

merely correlated with successful usage of

retention, you should focus on getting

the app (it is accidental), or that placing an

the user to place an order within their first

order within the first week causes people

week to maximize the possibility of long-

to use the app more long-term (it is within

term usage. This could mean optimizing

the company’s power to influence user

onboarding screen flows or sending well-

behavior). Understand these differences to

timed campaigns within the first few days

know where you can have the best impact.

of usage. Try several solutions until you
find what works.

By experimenting with your onboarding flow, you
can work out where it is most beneficial for you to
drive your users early on.
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3. Build Optimal
User Onboarding
Experiences
A. If Onboarding is Done Right,
Long-Term Retention Will Fall in Place
Delivering the best possible user experience starts
with onboarding. Understand how people are flowing
through your onboarding flow to help you figure out
how to optimize it.
Using solutions such as CleverTap, you can measure
user drop-off and know exactly where and when it
happens in your app.
It is important to focus on the first 30 days after your
new users join, rather than planning for their one year
retention.
Next are key strategies for fostering deeper
engagement and improving retention through
onboarding experiences.

10
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Ease-of-Use and Experience

It’s a classic case where the product got

Make sure that what you ask of your

you hooked right off the bat. Similarly, when

users always benefits them and is done

you are exploring your wedding ideas,

at the right time. Otherwise, it will become

there is nothing like choosing a theme from

cumbersome and deter them from going

George Clooney’s destination wedding vs

deeper. To accomplish that, keep your

Cameron Diaz’s hipster wedding.

messaging strategy focused on the user.
Content and Format
Canva and Tumblr are great examples of

The first impressions of your app should

making the initial user experience so fun

motivate users to engage deeper. Make

that users are motivated to come back.

your intro materials inviting to help users

Tumblr asks you to generate usernames

experience your core value from the get-

when you first sign up.

go. For example, for a lifestyle app, allow
users to pick their preferences from visual

If you are short on ideas, you can actually

styles rather than serving them with a

use their username generator that will

questionnaire. Making the UI enjoyable

tickle your imagination with some catchy

and easy to navigate will foster deeper

names. Rest assured! You will be spending

engagement, faster.

the next few minutes browsing those
names. One can never go wrong with

Another way to deepen engagement is

“Decaffeinated Collector Paradise” and

by creating habit-forming campaigns. For

“Buttery Speedy Collector”!

example, instead of presenting information
in one video, break it up into three parts. If
the users enjoy the process, they will seek
out more videos and tutorials to watch.

Tumblr suggests funny usernames to
get you hooked right away.

THE ART OF ONBOARDING MOBILE APP USERS

Instagram nudges you to share a
photo when you join the app.
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B. Build Integrated Strategies

Another way is to capture website visitors’

In order to best render your content,

newsletters and then entice them to

choose the best channel. The objective is
to get your users to interact with your app
right from download. Choose a channel
that fulfills that aim the best, given user
preferences. For example, sometimes
delivering content via text and image
might be better than video. Other times,
email might be more effective than an in-

email addresses, follow up with email
download your app where you can engage
deeper. Consider using deep links to
navigate users to the right places as well.
For example, link your food app with Yelp
and Google Maps to make the experience
of ordering a meal more seamless.
These strategies are much easier to bring

app push notification.

to fruition with paid user acquisitions,

An app is not an island. Therefore, it

and can hone in on their preferred mode

is useful to think of an integrated way
to engage users through a variety of
channels. For example, in a content app,
you could direct your users from the news
screen to your YouTube channel.

12

since you already know who they are
of interaction. Clever Campaigns can
be a good way to achieve this. Clever
Campaigns

are

pre-built

campaign

templates to help CleverTap users kickstart
engagement with automated campaigns
for each stage of the user lifecycle.

THE ART OF ONBOARDING MOBILE APP USERS

C. Set Micro-Milestones
Instead of setting monumental goals, such as getting your new users to create an account or
register, focus on micro-milestones that will funnel your users to the end goal.For example,
start with assisting your users in choosing from categories of news they like to read or
selecting an avatar for a game app. The key is to make the process fun and engaging so the
user is motivated to move on to the next step.
Language-learning app Duolingo offers a learning experience before they ask you to sign
up. Each step seamlessly gets the user to move on to the next. Before you know it, you
have taken a lesson with them.

STEP 1

STEP 2

STEP 3

As soon as you sign up, they grab your
attention right away with this screen.
Looking at that visual of the Eiffel Tower,
who wouldn’t say yes?

Choose a daily goal. What a nice way
to get you to log in to the app on a daily
basis.

Evaluate the level of the user to save
you from bad experiences as a new
learner vs someone who has some
previous experience with the language.
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It’s very hard for users at this stage to not pick one of these options. Once you start the
placement test, you will be hooked for the next 15 minutes. It ends with a notification asking
you to save this to your profile, which you now will be more than eager to create.
For a first session, this is an onboarding experience very well executed with one milestone
at a time. You can track every step of your registration process as a unique milestone with
CleverTap funnels, which will help you identify bottlenecks and make your onboarding
process smoother.

D. Segment. Segment. Segment.
Each micro-milestone represents your user moving from one segment to another. Segments
differentiate users based on their preferences and behavior. Segments help you know which
users have completed specific milestones but not others.
For example, for ecommerce apps, segments differentiate between users who only visit to
browse your app versus those who are active buyers. For a free messaging app, segmentation
would include users who download your app and never use it, versus those who message
their friends and invite new users to join. You will communicate with each segment differently.
You can learn more about segmentation in our segmentation whitepaper: Get Up Close and
Personal With Your App Users.
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E. Measure Results
Every interaction you have with your app users is an opportunity to encourage them to take
meaningful, mutually beneficial actions in the app, resulting in value for them and revenue
for you. The more meaningful the actions, the higher the likelihood of your users’ conversion
into loyal customers.
The goals for every step should be precise and limited to the very next step. This will help
you move users down the funnel at a steady and guaranteed pace.

For those who have already converted, every session is an opportunity for upsell or crosssell. For example, users who have bought one service can be offered a coupon for their next
purchase. Prompt them with a push notification to add the coupon to their app. When users
add coupons to the app, they are likely to return to the app to use them. This impact will vary
depending on the category of your app and your business vertical3.
—
3

How to Find Your Mobile App’s Retention %, Jay Dalvi - April 2016
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Tracking metrics helps you
discern which actions are
most ‘sticky’ and therefore
how you can improve your
onboarding and
conversion.
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TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES TO TRACK ONBOARDING METRICS

Funnels
Designed to lead a user down a path

HOW FUNNELS WORK:

towards a specific goal, funnels help
pinpoint drop-off locations to help

SCHOOL 4 ONE

identify and eliminate bottlenecks

CASE STUDY

in a user’s journey through the app

In one of our recent case studies,
education app School 4 One had
funnels set up to examine a group
of teacher’s adoption of the app
based on success rate. Teachers
who ended up in a funnel where
they showed understanding of
the app’s interface were more
likely to continue using it.
While 64% of teachers completed
a lesson in 5 minutes or less, this
allowed the school to identify
the other 34% that struggled,
and provide them with more
targeted support through push
notifications.
This, in turn, increased adoption.

landscape.
Funnels allow you to break down
user journeys into smaller events,
giving you the ability to scrutinize
them. They are a useful metric
to gauge engagement and track
conversions.
For example, pick a series of events
that you expect to be performed by
users in chronological order and
track the flow:
App Launch → Product Search
→ View Product → Add to Cart
→ Checkout
Notice where they get stuck and
send them messaging prompts to
move them on their journey.
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TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES TO TRACK ONBOARDING METRICS

User Segments
Users with similar demographic

HOW USER SEGMENTS WORK:
FAASOS CASE STUDY

Live User Segments to track new
users who were acquired through a
Facebook ad campaign but did not
convert within the same session.
all

the

new

users

segmented and analyzed as a
group.

Food delivery app Faasos set up

Of

and behavior patterns can be

who

downloaded the app, they could
identify those users who were
acquired at a higher cost and did
not add an item to the cart within
the first 7 minutes.

Given the high volume of traffic
apps

experience,

this

provides a way to track entire
segments

of

individual

users

with whom you can engage in
personalized ways.
For example, you can identify
a

segment

of

users

in

an

ecommerce app and send them
the same offer at once to prompt
a new action.

Come minute 8, all those users
were sent a personalized push
campaign with incentives to buy,
which gave them a 30% lift in
conversions and a boost in ROI for
their campaigns.
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TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES TO TRACK ONBOARDING METRICS

Retention Cohorts
A group of users who

HOW RETENTION COHORTS WORK:
STREAMAGO CASE STUDY
Trendy video streaming app Streamago
wanted to engage and retain users in Italy,
Romania, and other parts of the world by
providing these users with a user experience
specific to their language and regional
preferences.
The challenge they had was to engage these
users in the first 10 days after download to
increase app launches and hook users early
on. They used Retention cohorts to identify
user retention on Days 1/3/7 and sent out
push campaigns.
These campaigns resulted in an increase
in “App launched,” “Stayed on the app for
2 minutes plus,” and Click-Through Rate on
their content (11% CTR Increase). They were
able to raise their retention numbers in the
first 10 days post download by 49%.

have performed a specific
action

and

then

come

back to perform the same
or another action within
a given period is called a
Retention Cohort.
In order to influence their
in-app behavior, you can
pool a cohort of users who
launched your app for the
first time and have gone on
to register with their email
address within the app.
This

shows

you

what

percentage of your user
base goes on to register
and within what period of
time.
You can then use this
information to come up
with a strategy to boost
retention.
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PAID ACQUISITION
When users click on a Facebook
ad, prefill onboarding forms using
information from the Facebook API.

4. Integrated
Marketing
Strategies that
Boost User
Onboarding
A. Customize Onboarding Based
on Acquisition Attribution
When onboarding users, segment them into
different buckets based on their acquisition
source. For example, you should engage

ORGANIC ACQUISITION
Remind users who find you organically

differently with users acquired organically
versus those you paid for.

what you offer. Since you can’t prefill
the form, cut it into micro-milestones.

Users acquired organically are being proactive
and looking for something specific, so it is
your job to promptly show them how your
product/service can fulfill their needs. Paid
users, on the other end, may have clicked on
your ad out of curiosity.
Therefore you need to quickly show them
why they need your product or service before
explaining its benefits over competitive
offerings4.
—

Also see 10 Smart Mobile App Marketing Campaigns for Product
Managers, August 2016 - CleverTap.com
4
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B. Making Onboarding Simple - Asking Permissions at the Right Time
Many apps ask users for too many permissions too soon. This has been reported to be one
of the major reasons people don’t complete onboarding or choose to uninstall early5.
Remember to ask as few questions as possible during onboarding. Wait with location
permission until a user is required to fill in an address. Ask for contacts permission the
moment a user wishes to share content.

C. Using Social Logins for Flawless
Onboarding
Instead of having to fill in long contact forms, offer social
logins to make it easier for users to login at the time of
purchase, or to quickly process a conversion.
Most basic social logins provide you with the name, email,
gender, age, and in some cases employment status and
even number of friends — more than you can expect users
to provide on their own. Another option is to provide
one-time password authorizations to move quickly while
keeping the process secure.

D. Right Channel at the Right Time
When a user denies you push permission, it’s a sign you need to back off. Choose more
subtle forms of engagement while delivering the same message, ideally triggered by the
user. Test the performance of a welcome email versus an in-app notification for different
segments. Another way to ease integration and avoid adding steps to onboarding is to
replace the step of sending an account verification email by embedding a deep link or onetime password.
—
5

Asking for iOS Push Notification Permissions, January 2016 - CleverTap.com
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KEY USER
ENGAGEMENT
METRICS TO TRACK

E. Break Onboarding Down
into Micro-Journeys and Send
Reminders
To

identify

the

ideal

moment

for

engagement, you can break down the
APP
LAUNCHED

onboarding journey into smaller steps. It is
crucial to know when to engage and how,
to avoid losing users due to hard selling or
overwhelming them with messages.
The key is to find a sweet spot to nudge

OPENED FOR
THE FIRST TIME

them along while giving them the space to
explore the app in whichever way they
want. You can use segments to engage
them in a way that is personalized and in line
with where they are in the user experience.
One way to visualize this process is by

ONBOARDING
MESSAGES

dividing the journey by pooling similar
actions into a series of buckets.
CleverTap allows you to communicate
with users to prompt an action depending
on which bucket they are currently in. For

SIGNUP

example, once they launch the app for the
first time, you can send them a welcome
message via email with a question asking
about a personal preference.
For a fashion app, the message could

FIRST ORDER
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include images accompanied by an inquiry
into which brands the user favors the most.
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When users start browsing products but don’t make a purchase, send them a highly
personalized email letting them know you’ve found the perfect selection of items just for
them.

If this fails to result in a purchase, you can prompt them with an abandoned cart reminder and
sweeten the deal with a discount. This is your time to go for the sale4.

—
4

Also see 10 Smart Mobile App Marketing Campaigns for Product Managers, August 2016 - CleverTap.com
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Successful onboarding can be as simple as breaking
up your signup steps into smaller micro-milestones, or
sending a discount for a first-time purchase to a user
who didn’t buy items in their cart.
Whatever it is, it will require thoughtful and strategic
planning and implementation.

CleverTap can alleviate
the weight of successful
onboarding by providing
you with the data and
tools you’ll need to quickly
plan and implement your
strategy.
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Need help engaging and retaining more of
your mobile app users?
CleverTap is the leading user engagement platform for today’s
top mobile apps. Professional marketers from over 4,000
companies love CleverTap because you can…

ANALYZE

ENGAGE

See exactly how your users are behaving

Send targeted, personalized messages

in your mobile app.

to one or millions of users.

SEGMENT

OPTIMIZE

Group users based on their behavior,

Measure the effectiveness of your

location, or lifecycle stage.

mobile marketing campaigns.

Chat with one of our mobile growth
specialists to learn more

SCHEDULE A DEMO

