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ABSTRACT

Getting new users to stay in mobile apps is challenging, especially
in today’s market where competition is fierce and users’ patience
is low. Previous research has shown onboarding, the first experi-
ence of an app, to play a significant role in retaining new users.
This thesis explores how onboarding design can influence user re-
tention and activation in mobile applications, using the household
organizing app Accord as a case study. The project follows a user
centered, iterative method and unlike many theoretical studies, in-
volves building and implementing onboarding flows in the live app.
This allowed for continuous testing with Accord’s broad user base,
so that design decisions could be evaluated in every step of the
process. The testing was divided between two design iterations, in
which the second aimed to improve on the prior one. Consequently,
the 7 day user retention was 18% after the second iteration, a slight
improvement over the 17% observed at baseline. User activation
however, increased more substantially going from 2.84 created tasks
per user to 4.39.

While user activation improved notably, retention remained
largely unchanged, highlighting the limits of what onboarding
alone can achieve. In fact, shortly after the project period, the team
decided to redesign large parts of the app beyond just onboarding.
This suggests that onboarding is only one part of a broader user
experience, and its impact depends on how well it aligns with the
product’s overall value proposition. Additionally, what makes an ef-
fective onboarding flow likely varies between app categories. Many
of the apps the team took inspiration from, while being in similar
categories, may have had vastly different goals. In contrast, our
approach attempted to solve several problems at once, which may
have diluted its effectiveness. A key takeaway is the importance of
defining a focused onboarding goal, especially when user attention
is limited, and designing each step to serve that single purpose.

SAMMANFATTNING

Att f4 nya anvéndare att stanna kvar i mobilappar 4r en utmaning,
sarskilt i en marknad dir konkurrensen &r stor och anvindarnas
talamod &r kort. Tidigare forskning har visat att onboarding, an-
véndarens forsta upplevelse av en app, spelar en viktig roll nar
det kommer till att bibehalla nya anvéndare. Denna rapport syf-
tar till att utforska hur onboardingens utformning kan péaverka
bibehallandet av, samt aktiveringen av anvéindare. Som fallstudie
anvands hushallsplaneringsappen Accord, dér projektet foljde en
anvandarcentrerad och iterativ metod. Till skillnad fran méanga
teoretiska studier implementerades onboardingflédena direkt i den
faktiska appen, vilket mojliggjorde kontinuerlig testning mot en
bred anvéandarbas. Detta resulterade i tva iterationer av onboarding-
en dir den andra byggde vidare pa resultatet fran den forsta. Det

slutgiltiga resultatet visade att sjudagars-anvindarretentionen lag
kvar pa ungefar samma niva, 18% efter iteration tva jamfort med
17% fran bérjan. Anvandaraktivering daremot 6kade mer markant,
fran i genomsnitt 2,84 skapade uppgifter per anvindare till 4,39.

Trots att fler anvéndare engagerade sig tidigt i appen, visar den
uteblivna 6kningen i retention att onboarding i sig inte &r tillrack-
ligt for att skapa langsiktiga anvédndare. Kort efter projektets slut
paborjade utvecklingsteamet déarfor en storre omarbetning av ap-
pen. Detta understryker att onboarding maste hanga ihop med
appens totala vardeerbjudande for att vara effektiv. Det blev dven
tydligt att vad som ridknas som en “bra” onboarding beror pa ap-
pens syfte och malgrupp. Ménga av apparna teamet inspirerades av
hade andra anvandarbehov och mal 4n Accord. I den omarbetade
onboarding forsokte man tacka flera mal samtidigt, vilket sannolikt
bidrog till de begransade resultaten. En viktig lardom &r darfor att
vélja ett tydligt mal f6r onboarding och konsekvent arbeta mot just
det, sédrskilt nar man bara har en begrinsad tid av anvidndarens
uppmaérksambhet.
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1 INTRODUCTION

With over 7.3 billion smartphone users in the world, it is no sur-
prise that the mobile app industry is thriving [25]. People use their
phones in all facets of life; during work hours, at home, while
they’re driving, you might even be using your phone to read this.
A study shows that 88% of the time where we use our phones, we
do it in apps [27]. In the App Store there are 1.96 million applica-
tions available, and on Google Play Store, 2.87 million [24]. With
the increasing supply of mobile applications, it has become more
important to quickly introduce users to features, demonstrating
the apps value [21]. One way to achieve this is through the on-
boarding inside the app since it is the first thing every new user



encounters [26]. “Onboarding”, in the world of consumer applica-
tions, is a way to introduce new or current users to new interfaces
or features [8]. The implications that can come with an onboarding
that doesn’t teach the user the functionality and the value in the
app, is a high drop off rate, both short term(first days of usage) and
long-term(+30 days). Within productivity apps, which is the area
of consumer applications in which this paper will do research and
technical implementations, the average day-one app retention rate
for utility and productivity applications is 17.1% - 18.3%. By day
30, it is around 6.8% to 7.2% [22]. For companies, investing in app
development without retaining users is unsustainable. This thesis
will examine how an onboarding flow that is developed through
both literature and quantitative research impacts user retention in a
household organizing app, a subset of the productivity category. Us-
ing a combination of user experience research, onboarding redesign,
and data analysis, the paper aims to identify patterns and practices
that boost short-term engagement and long-term retention. The
focus will be both theoretical and practical: reviewing literature on
onboarding psychology, designing onboarding improvements, and
evaluating the effects through real-world app usage metrics.

By studying the Accord app’s onboarding, the goal is to generate
insights that are usable not just to household or productivity apps,
but to a wider range of consumer applications.

2 BACKGROUND

2.1 Problem and Case context

This project is carried out in collaboration with Accord Software
AB, which provides both the application serving as the project
foundation and access to a large user base for testing and evaluation.
Accord is a household organizing app designed to help families and
couples by providing a shared space where users can set up routines
and manage chores. The app is structured around three pages [1].

e The home page holds the core functionality of the app. Here
users can create and view upcoming tasks as well as organize
them into fitting folders. When creating a task the user is able
to assign it to a desired family member and set a deadline for
its completion. The app then reminds the assignee of what
needs to be done in effort to minimize nagging between
family members.

o The feed shows a list of all recently completed tasks, making
the users’ work visible to the rest of the family. To keep each
other motivated, users can attach a photo to the completions
and give each other likes to show appreciation.

e Statistics further visualizes the workload distribution within
the family, presenting everyone’s contributions in a pie chart
as well as providing a top list of the most diligent people
from the users’ contacts [1].

When beginning the project, the app already had a basic onboarding
flow that had a relatively low drop-off rate of (insert %). Despite
this, the onboarding failed to activate the users, completely lacking
a proper introduction to key features of the app. This was suspected
to be one of the reasons that the app’s 7-day retention was 19% the
metric which this project aims to improve.
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2.2 Theoretical framework

2.2.1 Onboarding. Onboarding is the process of introducing new
users to an application with the purpose of quickly helping them
understand its functionality and realize its value. Since it is the
user’s first impression of the app, it is a critical part of the user
journey, often decisive in whether the new user will become a
recurrent one [7]. When presented with a whole new interface,
the user’s cognitive load tends to be limited, i.e. how much new
information they are able to process at once. A crucial part of the
onboarding process, therefore, becomes to gradually introduce new
information. You want to avoid overloading the user while still
keeping them interested enough to complete the onboarding [11].
To succeed with this there are a few different approaches that
often are used in combination to create an optimal onboarding
experience. Som of the most commonly used ones are:

e Static tutorials show information beforehand, in a similar
fashion to a classic instructions manual. In its most basic
form the user interaction is very limited, the user learns
about the functionality of the interface by reading about it
and not by actually interacting with it [5].

e Interactive walk-throughs guide the user through the
actual interface by highlighting and explaining important
parts of the app, encouraging the user to try out the feature
before showing them the next one [13].

o Empty states - Interfaces relying on user input can appear
blank or confusing to new users who have not yet interacted
with them. To avoid this, it is often a good idea to design
so-called empty states. These act like placeholders, visually
demonstrating how a section of the app will look once pop-
ulated, as well as encouraging an initial interaction [12].

2.2.2  Design for user retention. The long term goal of an effective
onboarding is not only to give the customer a pleasant first expe-
rience but also to make them want to come back. In other words,
laying the foundation for a high user retention . User retention in
the case of mobile applications is defined as the number of still
active users after a certain period of time [6]. In the case of this
project, an account which has visited the app within the last week
is considered an active user. Accord’s user retention in percentage
is thus calculated by dividing the number of active users by total
registered accounts, within a chosen time period.

One key concept when increasing retention is Time to Value,
the time it takes for a new user to experience meaningful benefits
from the app. The shorter this time, the more likely users are to
stay [14]. For Accord, this could mean encouraging users to cre-
ate and complete their first few tasks immediately after sign-up,
reinforcing the app’s usefulness early on.

A powerful framework for designing engaging products is Nir
Eyal’s Hook Model, which describes a four-phase loop that builds
habit-forming behavior.

o Trigger — The cue that initiates user interaction. In the case
of this project it could be prompting the user to create their
first task.

e Action — The simplest behavior in anticipation of a reward,
such as adding a new task or checking one off.
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e Variable Reward - The feedback or sense of progress that
reinforces use. In Accord, this can be the visual satisfaction
of clearing a to-do or receiving positive feedback from family
members.

o Investment — The user puts something into the product (e.g.,
inviting family members or customizing lists), increasing
their likelihood of returning.

These become especially relevant in the case of productivity apps
where the main value proposition is helping users build long lasting
habits. By already incorporating these hooks in the onboarding, the
chance of creating returning users increases.

Another concept that can support the design of an effective on-
boarding is Jonas Lowgren’s dramaturgical structure. The idea is
borrowed from narrative theory and suggests that interaction ex-
periences, like stories, can be designed to follow a progression of
exposition, rising tension, climax, and resolution. Léwgren illus-
trates this with the example of withdrawing money from an ATM,
where even a simple interaction can create anxiety, anticipation,
and eventual relief depending on how it is designed. In onboarding,
this could be a valuable theory when shaping the emotional pacing
of the user experience [17].

2.3 Related research

While there are several studies on the topics of both onboarding
and user retention in mobile applications there are few who mainly
focus on the link between these two.

Bothma’s (2022) study Factors That Influence User Retention in
Mobile Apps explores why many users abandon apps shortly after
installation. Among others, one of the key factors identified was in
fact onboarding. The study concludes that “... the presence of an
option to guide users on how to use an application also correlates
positively with the retention of an application.”, which supports the
hypotheses this project aims to explore [6].

Focusing more on onboarding in a case specific setting, a 2021
thesis from Politecnico di Milano examined onboarding in the app
Elevate could be improved. One of the most effective strategies was
delivering immediate value through action rather than explanation,
and spreading out guidance over time instead of overwhelming the
user upfront. These findings directly inform the approach of this
project, aiming to guide users toward meaningful interactions early
in their experience .

By looking at and evaluating an app’s onboarding through the
perspective of user retention, this study hopes to result in valuable
contributions to the field of human computer interaction. Further-
more, the majority of previous studies focused on qualitative data
analysis, which is why this study will be based on quantitative
data [9].

2.4 Concepts and definitions

2.4.1 Technologies used. TypeScript - A programming language
based on JavaScript, used throughout the project for its type safety,
minimizing runtime errors and facilitating the developer experi-
ence.

React Native with Expo - A framework that allows cross-platform
development and deployment on the same code base, enabling
testing of the code with both iPhone and Android users.

tRPC - Used for type safe communication between the front-end
and back-end of the application.

Prisma - An ORM (object-relational mapping) tool that allows
for database interaction with an easy-to-use syntax instead of raw
SQL (Structured Query Language) queries.

Posthog - An analytics platform, crucial for collecting quantitative
data about user behavior and key performance indicators.

Figma - Collaborative design tool used for designing and proto-

typing the app.

2.4.2 Terminology. Registered users - Number of accounts regis-
tered in the data base

MAU - Monthly Active Users

WAU - Weekly Active Users

DAU - Daily Active Users

3 FIRST ITERATION
3.1 Methodology

3.1.1 Introduction. The first iteration focused on redesigning the
application’s onboarding experience. To inform this process, the
team conducted a comparative analysis of onboarding flows from
industry-leading mobile applications with engaging onboardings.
Secondly a brainstorming session was carried out to discuss the in-
sights and learnings from the case studies. After the brainstorming
and rough sketches, a design and prototype was made in Figma,
which the team later user-tested with the think-aloud method. After
feedback from users, changes were made in Figma before program-
ming and deploying the new onboarding.

3.1.2  Case Studies. To inform the redesign, a comparative analysis
of onboarding experiences from three successful mobile applica-
tions was conducted: Duolingo, Opal, and Lifesum. Each app
was selected for its ability to create an engaging, intuitive onboard-
ing that motivates users from the outset based on it’s prominent
ranking in each of their own categories (see figure X).
This analysis helped identify three key pillars for Accord’s on-
boarding:
e Immediate value (inspired by Duolingo)
¢ Emotional connection and aesthetic delight (inspired
by Opal)
e Personalization through guided questions (inspired by
Lifesum)

Duolingo. Immediate Value.

App Subtitle: Learn Languages, Math & Music

Category and Ranking: #1 in Education on the App Store [2]

Users: Over 110 million MAU [10]

Onboarding Insight: Duolingo’s onboarding flow is highly
interactive and immediately demonstrates the core value of the app
by letting users jump in and try a lesson before signing up. This
inspired the team to consider how to frontload value and reduce
friction in the early steps, while still guiding users toward account
creation and setup.

Opal. Emotional Connection and Aesthetic Delight.
App Subtitle: Focus, App Blocker & Timer
Category and Ranking: #57 in Productivity on the App Store [4]
Users: 500 thousand DAU [20]



Onboarding Insight: Opal’s onboarding stands out for its emo-
tional resonance—it uses friendly language, unexpected humor
(“some not-so-good news, and some great news”), and bold visu-
als. It also personalizes the journey by asking reflective questions.
Opal’s use of insights to create buy-in and its aesthetic alignment
with trends like Instagram stories and Spotify Wrapped was partic-
ularly inspiring.

Lifesum. Personalization Through Guided Questions.

App Subtitle: Al Nutrition Coach, Meal Plans

Category and Ranking: #3 in Health and Fitness on the App
Store [3]

Users: Over 60 million registered users [16]

Onboarding Insight: Lifesum’s onboarding excels at goal-setting.

It walks users through a clear, focused series of questions that result
in a personalized plan. This reinforced the decision to include a
short questionnaire in Accord’s onboarding, giving users a sense
of ownership and relevance from the start.

3.1.3 Brainstorming. To discuss the findings from the case studies
and plan the app onboarding, a brainstorming session was carried
out on a whiteboard. First the team wrote 5 headers to fill out: Ideas,
Feelings, Goals, Things to include and Questions. Under the Goals
header, the main point was to “create a folder with at least one
invited participant and a task”. Under the title Things to include was
“some not-so good news, and some great news” with “fun numbers”
inspired by Opal.

From the bullet points made on the first whiteboard, a second
whiteboard was filled out with a very rough sketch of the screens to
include in the onboarding. The focus was on the overall layout and
flow, making sure the content was placed in a good sequential order
that guided the user. The points from the other whiteboard were
taken into account and the team discussed what types of screens
would achieve the goals and form a pleasant onboarding that would
give the user expectations and want to start using the app.

All of the apps analyzed shared screens for asking the user to
set goals. This inspired the team to create 3 screens asking the
user about what they would like to improve, their living situation,
and how many times they nag each day. The last question led to
5 additional screens with insights and benefits of the app. These
five screens had a new aesthetic, inspired by Opal’s onboarding, in
addition to Instagram stories and Spotify Wrapped. The reasoning
behind this was for the user to set expectations and get excited to
start using the app.

After the insights, followed by the sign-in flow, the onboarding
transitioned into prompting the users to create their first folder and
invite members. This was the main section for activating the user
and the main goal of the onboarding.

3.1.4 Figma design and prototype. After the whiteboard session
where the goals, layout and structure of the onboarding were de-
cided, the screens were designed in Figma heavily relying on the
auto-layout feature to make sure it was easily translatable to code.
In-house-designed components and icons were used as well as Ap-
ple’s SF Symbols. Finally, the screens were rigged into a prototype
using Figma’s prototyping tools, creating a realistic, but guided,
app experience.
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3.1.5 User testing. This prototype was evaluated using the think-
aloud method with a small group of test users. Participants were
asked to verbalize their thoughts and reactions while interacting
with the prototype, which provided qualitative feedback on usability
and clarity.

3.1.6 Implementation. Following this testing phase, the onboard-
ing flow was revised and implemented in code. The focus during
implementation was on maintaining a balance between guiding
new users and avoiding overwhelming them with information. Key
improvements included simplifying the language and reducing the
information per screen, even if that meant more steps.

The onboarding could be summarized as containing the sections
seen in Table 1.

Section Number of Screens

Welcome screen 1
Questions

Loading screen (after Questions)
Insights and benefits

Sign in

Create a folder

Grant notifications

Loading screen (final) 1

—= oA WU kW

Table 1: Breakdown of onboarding flow by section and screen
count.

3.2 Results

There is a large loss of 25% of users from the first screen (Welcome)
(466 users) to the last question (Question 3) (348 users). With the
insights flow considered, the drop off is even more significant at a
total of 37% (295 users). During the Create Folder section (second
part of the onboarding), the drop-off significantly flattens. From
Folder Intro (260 users) to In App (232 users), the drop-off is about
11% and 6 percentage points when the entire onboarding flow is
considered, which is more gradual compared to the earlier phase.
In total, the drop-off rate was 50%. In other words, half of the users
starting the onboarding did not finish it.

The first iteration of the test was conducted over two weeks. Each
week, a new cohort of users, joined the app and created an account.
These cohorts were tracked independently using a relative time
frame (week 0, week 1, etc., relative to each user in the cohort’s
sign-up date). Retention was measured by counting how many
users in each cohort were active in each week after onboarding.
Aggregating across the two cohorts, a total of 527 users were active
in their respective week 0. By week 1, the combined number of
active users had dropped to 69, representing an overall drop-off of
87%. In week 2, the total number of active users was 64, which was
similar to the previous week. It is worth to note that these 64 active
users were not necessarily the same individuals as those from week
1 (except for 5 users); rather, they were part of the original cohort
of 527. However, given that consecutive usage was common among
active users, this detail holds limited significance in the broader
context of overall retention.
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Figure 1: Onboarding screens in sequential order from wel-
come to "in app".
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Figure 2: Retention after first iteration

4 SECOND ITERATION
4.1 Methodology

4.1.1 Introduction. The second iteration began with an analysis of
the results obtained from the first implementation, aimed at eval-
uating the performance of the initial hypothesis. This evaluation
included both qualitative and quantitative methods. Several user
interviews were conducted, some in a traditional semi-structured
format, while others employed the think-aloud method, allowing
deeper insight into user thought processes during onboarding.

4.1.2  User testing. The user experience of the new onboarding
flow revealed varied responses. While some users appreciated the
playful format, others expressed frustration, describing the process
as excessively long and making them feel "trapped" or anxious to
access the main functionality of the application. These sentiments
were corroborated by quantitative data, which showed a drop-off
rate of over 50% during onboarding.

4.1.3 Insights. Given these insights, the objectives for the second
iteration were twofold: (1) to increase throughput without reducing
the length or quality of the onboarding experience, and (2) to im-
prove user activation, which had not been thoroughly investigated
during the first iteration.

4.1.4 Throughput. To address the throughput issue without short-
ening onboarding, further research was conducted into the causes
of user drop-offs. Foundational UX design principles were refer-
enced, such as Norman’s emphasis on effective system feedback in
The Design of Everyday Things [19], and Jakob Nielsen’s heuristic
"Visibility of system status" [18], both of which underscore the
importance of keeping users informed throughout their interac-
tion with a system. Consequently, the second iteration focused
on enhancing system feedback during onboarding, based on the
hypothesis that users would feel more in control, and more inclined
to complete the process, if they were aware of their progress and
what remained.

In order to communicate progress effectively, two changes were
implemented. In the initial part of onboarding, users were informed
of their progress through numbered steps (e.g., "Question 1 of 3").
For the second phase, which included a larger number of screens
requiring minimal time per interaction, a visual progress bar was
introduced. This design decision was informed by the Zeigarnik ef-
fect [15], which suggests that people have more difficulty mentally
letting go of tasks while they are incomplete, incentivizing the user
to finish the onboarding.

4.1.5 Activation. Regarding the issue of user activation, it was hy-
pothesized that new users lacked clear guidance on how to begin
using the application effectively. To measure activation, an appro-
priate metric needed to be established. Drawing inspiration from
Facebook’s “7 friends in 10 days” benchmark [23], user data was
analyzed, revealing a correlation between higher retention rates
and the number of tasks created within the first two days following
app installation. Consequently, the activation metric was defined as
the number of tasks created by a user within the first two days of
account creation. To increase activation, as defined by this metric, it
was theorized that the cognitive load associated with creating initial
tasks and folder structures should be minimized. In response, a new
interface component was developed for the dashboard’s empty state
(figure 12), presenting users with a curated set of predefined task
suggestions organized into folders. Selecting one of these presets
would automatically create the task with predefined settings and
place it in the appropriate folder. These presets were informed by
qualitative data gathered from the most common tasks and folders
by the active users of Accord, whose organizational structures were
seen as effective in maximizing the app’s value.

4.2 Results

4.2.1 Throughput. The throughput of the second iteration of on-
boarding was measured from its release on March 7 until April 7.
The results are presented in Figure 3.

Out of 848 users who entered the onboarding flow, 519 completed
up until the login stage, corresponding to 61%, resulting in a drop-off
rate of 39% in the first part of the onboarding.

Of those, 455 continued into the second part, indicating that
64 users dropped off during the login process. From the 455, a
total of 406 successfully reached the main application interface,
representing a relative drop-off of 11% during the second part.

In total, the overall throughput of the second iteration was % ~
48%, with a total drop-off rate of 52%. This drop-off was distributed
according to table 2.
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Figure 3: Throughput during second iteration

Onboarding part | I ing users | O ing users | Drop off (% of total incoming users)
First part 848 519 39
Login 519 455 7
Second part 455 406 6
Total 848 406 52

Table 2: Drop-off rates at each stage of the onboarding process

4.2.2  Activation. Activation was measured over the same period,
March 7 to April 7, and compared with the two earlier periods: the
first iteration (February 20 to March 7) and the baseline before any
changes (January 20 to February 20).
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Figure 4: Activation by iteration

Prior to any changes, the average activation was 2.84 tasks per
user. After the first iteration, despite no major effort to increase
task creation, the metric rose slightly to 3.17. Following the second
iteration, the average activation increased more substantially to
4.39 tasks per user.

4.2.3 Retention. Retention was analyzed for the cohort of users
who downloaded the app between March 7 and March 21.

Of the 600 users in this cohort, 110 remained active after one
week, representing 18% retention. This marks a slight improve-
ment over the 17% observed as the baseline, and a more significant
increase compared to the 13% recorded during the first iteration.
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Figure 5: Retention during second iteration

However, as time progressed, retention continued to decline, reach-
ing 7% by the fourth week.

5 DISCUSSION

The purpose of this project was to generate insights surround-
ing onboarding flows that are applicable not only to household or
productivity apps but also usable for a wider range of consumer
applications. Furthermore, the project sought to understand how
specific onboarding choices affected short-term user engagement
and long-term retention. To achieve this, we used iterative design
processes grounded in UX research, usability testing, and quanti-
tative analysis of user behavior inside the Accord app. The main
findings from these iterations reveal several important insights for
designing onboarding flows in consumer apps, especially produc-
tivity apps.

5.1 First Iteration: Extensive Onboarding
Approach

5.1.1 Design Choices and Inspiration. In the first design iteration,
the onboarding strategy primarily focused on presenting users
with extensive context and insights before granting access to the
application’s core functionality.

5.1.2  Results and User Reactions. Even though our goal was to
increase user motivation using successful onboarding examples
from apps such as Duolingo, Opal, and Lifesum, the results showed
a high drop-off rate (about 50%). This indicates a clear mismatch
between what users expected and how we designed our onboard-
ing. User feedback highlighted frustration and feelings of anxiety,
directly correlating with difficulties in accessing the core features of
the application quickly. While the original intention of this compre-
hensive onboarding was to generate initial excitement and under-
standing, the unintended consequence was that users felt "trapped”
and overloaded with information, causing many to abandon the
onboarding prematurely.

5.1.3  Theoretical Reflections. Evaluated through Jonas Lowgren’s
dramaturgical structure for interactions, this onboarding design
can be interpreted as lacking a well-executed narrative arc, specif-
ically in failing to show users where they are in the process. Just
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as Lowgren theorizes how anxiety peaks without clear feedback
on process status, our users similarly expressed uncertainty and
frustration due to unclear feedback on their relative position in the
onboarding flow. This caused the dramaturgical curve to be steeper
than is naturally desired in a user experience.

5.2 Second Iteration: Improving Clarity and
Activation

5.2.1 Design Adjustments for Increased Clarity. The second itera-
tion focused explicitly on improving user awareness of onboarding
progress by giving clear progress feedback such as numbered steps
and a visual progress bar. The second, major update was to help
users get started quicker, through suggested tasks and folders.

5.2.2  Impacts on Drop-off Rates and User Activation. These ad-
justments addressed the previously documented user anxiety but
without reducing the total drop-off rate, resulting in a drop-off
of 52% (compared to the initial drop-off of 50%). However, more
notably, the other changes increased the user activation rate, from
approximately three tasks created per user to almost four and a
half tasks in the first two days following account creation. These
results suggest that activation relies heavily on easy and friction-
less ways for users to experience the core value of the application
early on. The introduction of simplified ways to create tasks and
folder structures through intuitive presets played a central role in
increasing activation by reducing cognitive load and encouraging
users to get started faster and easier.

5.3 Revised Benchmarking and
Category-Specific Insight

Reflecting on our benchmarking and market research, we initially
focused heavily on applications from different categories such as
Duolingo (education), Opal (productivity) and Lifesum (lifestyle).
While these choices provided valuable inspiration, there was a
risk in assuming users’ onboarding expectations remain consis-
tent across application categories. Productivity apps could differ in
their user onboarding needs, due to the nature of the app, being
goal-centered and efficient in its overall structure. Productivity ap-
plications typically demand quick value demonstration, often in just
seconds or minutes, rather than prolonged narrative onboarding
sequences.

5.4 Third Iteration: Simplified and Accelerated
Onboarding

We noticed the issue with prolonged onboarding flows in this
category of apps and started examining onboarding practices in
productivity-focused apps, especially Google Tasks. Google Tasks
has a clear and short onboarding experience that skips lengthy
explanations and instead lets users quickly interact with the app’s
main features. This insight led us to a third, exploratory iteration,
where we made the onboarding much shorter and also redesigned
other parts of the application. The updated onboarding was de-
signed to guide users through only the essential steps, so that they
are set up and ready to go as soon as they enter the app. This new
onboarding resulted in only three screens for users joining a group
and six for those creating a group, instead of eighteen, alongside

a complete redesign of the app’s main features. A pilot test con-
ducted with 50 users showed promising improvements in both user
completion rates and satisfaction. Early feedback indicated that
users liked being able to reach the key functions of the app more
quickly and easily. While performing a detailed long-term analysis
of this shorter onboarding was beyond the scope of this bachelor’s
thesis, the results after the project, with a sample size of around
1,000 users, showed an increase from 18% day-7 retention, to over
36% with the new onboarding and redesign of the application.

5.5 Methodological Reflections

In terms of methodology, using an iterative and user-centered de-
sign approach was very helpful in quickly understanding and re-
sponding to user needs. However, the chosen methods and their
combination had some limitations. One limitation was the relatively
small scope and the limited time allowed for each iteration, making
it harder to draw definitive conclusions or generalize our findings.
Another limitation was our reliance on the think-aloud method and
having a relatively small number of users providing quantitative
data. This might have limited our ability to accurately generalize
findings across different demographic groups or user behaviors.

5.6 Recommendations for Future Research

Future research on onboarding could benefit from larger-scale sur-
veys or usability tests involving more participants, strengthening
the results. Also, longer studies tracking retention over longer peri-
ods (6 months, 1 year) could further reinforce our understanding
of user behavior.

5.7 Practical Implications and Overall
Contribution

Finally, practically speaking, our findings offer useful guidelines
for designers and developers aiming to optimize onboarding expe-
riences not only in productivity applications but within broader
consumer contexts as well. By keeping iterative learning at the
center of the design process and consistently considering users’
psychological experiences, businesses in increasingly competitive
app markets might better guide users towards enduring engage-
ment rather than fleeting encounters.

6 CONCLUSION

The purpose of this study was to explore how a thoughtful onboard-
ing could influence user retention and activation within a mobile
app. After redesigning the onboarding in the Accord app, the team
gained several insights. The results showed that user activation,
at least in the short term, increased by about 65%, proving a clear
link between user activation and onboarding. Retention however
remained largely unchanged. This is believed to be because the
onboarding design within this project tried to do too many things
at once. Since user attention spans often are limited it is theorised
that a great onboarding should define a single goal and work fo-
cused towards that instead. Additionally, it has been clear that a
good onboarding, while still important, is not enough to retain
users long term if the rest of the app is not optimal. Drawing from
these insights, the team actually redesigned the app completely,



including a third iteration of the onboarding. This time, easily cre-
ating and joining groups was defined as the top priority of the
onboarding, since users inviting each other would help grow the
app organically. The onboarding was thus stripped of everything
not serving this purpose, resulting in an effective setup. To avoid
leaving users confused, the most important features of the app were
still introduced, just not within the constrained onboarding flow,
but instead through explanations placed throughout the actual app
experience. In the end, this project shows that onboarding can play
a key role in early user engagement, but lasting retention depends
on the quality of the overall product. Thoughtful design, clear focus,
and continuous iteration remain essential when building apps users
want to return to.
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