
Why it  mat t ers
Most  onboarding programs focus on cult ure f it , 
relat ionship- building, and organizat ional norms. New 
research reveals a powerful yet  overlooked lever: t he 
complexit y of t he f irst  project  for a new hire.

- Newcomers assigned t o more complex 
project s earned more professional 
cert if icat ions, received higher supervisor 
evaluat ions, and achieved fast er promot ions.

- The benef it s worked t hrough t wo dist inct  
pat hways: learning (expert ise) and st at us 
(peer recognit ion).

Your first project assignment: How managers 
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RESEARCH BRIEF

How w e know

Li, Krackhardt , and Niezink analyzed longit udinal 
archival dat a f rom 507 newcomers at  SpeedTech, a 
Chinese space indust ry R&D f irm, t racking mont hly 
project  assignment s f rom 2020?2022. In 2020, t he 
f irm int roduced random assignment  of new hires t o 
rot at ing six- mont h project s during t heir f irst  t wo 
years, enabling st ronger causal conclusions t han 
t ypical survey- based st udies. Using net work analysis 
of t he f irm?s OKR syst em, researchers measured 
project  complexit y and t racked out comes including 
rewards, evaluat ions, cert if icat ions, st at us 
recognit ion, and promot ions.

What  researchers found 
- Newcomers assigned t o project s wit h higher 

coordinat ion complexit y showed t he st rongest  
and most  consist ent  gains.

- These ef fect s were mediat ed: complex 
project s built  t ech skil ls and earned peer 
recognit ion, droving performance, promot ions.

- Prior same- indust ry experience amplif ied t he 
benef it s.

- However, component  complexit y produced 
more mixed result s: while it  support ed 
learning and st at us, it  unexpect edly slowed 
promot ions.

What  t his means

- For managers: The project s you assign t o new 
hires are not  just  workf low decisions, t hey are 
career- shaping int ervent ions. Default ing t o 
low- st akes st rat egy may l im it  t heir growt h.

- For HR leaders: Onboarding design should 
include a deliberat e st rat egy for project  
assignment  complexit y, mat ched t o each 
newcomer's prior experience. 

- For organizat ions: St ruct ured rot at ion 
programs exposing newcomers t o complex, 
int erdependent  work can be a high- ret urn 
invest ment  in workforce development .

 Reference: For more, see: Li, S., Krackhardt , D., & Niezink, N. M. (2025). The roles of learning and st at us att ainment  in successful newcomer 
socializat ion: Random assignment s t o complex project s and early career out comes. Academy of Management Journal, 68(4), 788?819. 

New research shows t hat  newcomers assigned t o more complex project s early in t heir careers learn more, gain 
peer recognit ion fast er, and get  promot ed sooner, and t he ef fect  is causal.

Now w hat ?
- Audit  your current  onboarding project  assignment  pract ices t o ensure new hires 

are deliberat ely placed on appropriat ely challenging work.
- Mat ch project  complexit y t o prior indust ry experience at  hire.
- Design rot at ion programs t hat  priorit ize coordinat ion complexit y t o promot e 

collaborat ive, int erdependent  work, rat her t han simply adding volume or variet y.
- Build st at us visibil it y int o onboarding by creat ing st ruct ured opport unit ies for 

newcomers working on complex project s t o gain peer recognit ion early.

LINK TO THE STUDY


	RB 18
	Page 1


