
Three Steps to Move Past “Check-the-Box”
Learning and Strengthen Your Company’s Culture

Reclaim Your
Compliance Training



Introduction

The most successful HR and L&D teams connect their 
work to company goals. Whether they’re building a 
leadership academy, a change management workshop, 
or a new employee onboarding program, they focus on 
powering the business by helping employees grow.

Compliance training, a $6.2 billion industry worldwide, is 
the most costly exception to this rule.

Even strong HR and L&D practitioners commonly neglect 
their compliance programs in favor of other initiatives. 
Instead of connecting compliance to growth and perfor-
mance, many view it as a "check-the-box" exercise aimed 
at reducing liability for harassment, or bribery, or data 
breaches. More like hall patrol than corporate strategy, 
compliance is known for its dull content and pro forma 
trainings that do little to educate or motivate.

Use this guide to help you reclaim compliance training. 
You’ll learn how to move past “check-the-box” learning 
and challenge your people to behave ethically and 
inclusively in their roles. 

Step 1:
Get Buy-In for Training
from Leadership

Step by Step
Guide

Step 2:
Modernize Your

Learning Objectives

Step 3:
Construct the
Learner’s Journey
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In 1994, sexual harassment in the federal workforce cost the 
government $327 million over a two-year period. This equates 
to over $500 million today.

Countless statistics exist that make similar points. 
Employees who experience harassment are more likely 
to leave their jobs prematurely. They’re more likely to take 
sick days. A serious scandal can also cost organizations 
their good reputations, leading to expensive and pains-
taking efforts to earn back public trust.

But the cost of harassment and other forms of non-compliance 
goes beyond money, and nearly every HR leader knows this deep 
down. Negative behavior, be it harassment, discrimination, fraud, or 
retaliation, impacts everyone in the workforce. It chips away at the 
integrity of an organization, replacing honesty with subterfuge and 
psychological safety with confusion, anxiety, and even fear.

The right training can empower frank and honest discussions of 
these problems. But the goal should not merely be complying with 
laws or teaching employees how to report complaints. An effective 
approach will help eradicate these hostile environments before they 
start and empower even a handful of employees to say “enough.”

1 Erdreich, Ben et al. Sexual Harassment in the Federal Workplace:
Trends, Progress, Continuing Challenges.
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Get Buy-In for 
Training from
Leadership

Compliance gets pushed to the backburner because we tell 
ourselves it doesn’t need our continual attention. Both learn-
ers and HR professionals are guilty of this, as well as leaders 
across the C-suite.

When you decide to revamp your compliance training to 
focus on root causes and outcomes, here are three
objections you should prepare for:

Look, we get it. Everyone is overextended––whether in HR, Legal, or another function. 
Few leaders have the time to go out looking for problems that aren’t make-or-break for 
hitting this quarter’s recruiting goal or paying out bonuses on time. 

HR and Compliance leaders tell themselves the convenient fib that their current training 
is effective, and they’ll look to vanity metrics, like completion rates, to confirm it. This is 
true even as research on sexual harassment prevention trainings has repeatedly found 
that most are ineffective in reducing the likelihood of harassment in a workplace, 
whether an employee completes it or not.

Statements like these usually contain a heavy dose of confirmation bias: if you go out 
looking to prove that harassment doesn’t exist, chances are you won’t see where it’s 
hiding.

The reality is that harassment, discrimination, security lapses, and ethical gray areas 
are often hard to spot in the open, and they rarely take the obvious forms portrayed in 
most training videos, where acts are usually egregious and dramatic. Many workplac-
es allow unconscious bias and small acts of exclusion or corruption to go unchecked. 

A culture that permits these micro, problematic acts can pave the way for more 
extreme behavior to go unreported down the line. Such hostile, exclusionary workplac-
es limit the potential of our talent to perform to their full potential, increasing employ-
ee turnover, eroding feelings of trust, and reducing productivity across the board.

Non-compliance isn’t an issue here. We should 
not invest any more in training.
Chief Financial Officer 

Our compliance training is effective enough. 
We have a 99% completion rate!
Chief People Officer 
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Responses to Common Compliance
Training Myths
Table 1

Completion rates alone are a poor indicator of efficacy when it comes to compliance.
It’s unlikely that your training has shifted either mindsets or behavior

Complaints and non-compliance incidents are only the tip of the iceberg. In most cases, problems can go
unreported but still erode company culture. And when something does reach the light of day, it’ll cost the
company severely. 

Compliance can be broken down into discrete learning objectives that support inclusive and ethical cultures.
Just like leadership and professional development, compliance requires knowledge acquisition, attitude shifts,
and real-world application. 

Response

The ineffectiveness of compliance is often a vicious cycle. Few leaders
consider it a strategic focus, leading them to assemble token trainings that 
resemble real learning only in the eyes of lawyers. 

Employees then pick up on the unspoken message from L&D: “We 
know this training is bad. Management doesn’t care about it, and 
neither do I.” This kind of approach erodes credibility with employ-
ees at a time when employer “brands” are more important than 
ever in the eyes of Millennial and Gen-Z talent. L&D and HR leaders 
are uniquely capable of setting this right.

There’s no such thing as ‘effective’ compliance 
training. You check the box so we can move on 
to real priorities, like leadership development.

Chief Learning Officer 

Objection

Chief People Officer: “Our current
compliance program is working fine.”

Chief Financial Officer: “We shouldn’t
invest any more in compliance training; we
don’t have a non-compliance problem.”

Chief Learning Officer: “Compliance
training isn’t worth L&D’s time. We should
focus on professional skills.”
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https://hbr.org/2017/04/dont-give-up-on-unconscious-bias-training-make-it-better
https://www.inc.com/ryan-jenkins/6-steps-to-improve-your-employer-brand-attract-millennials.html
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The best compliance training should lead us to the borderlands 
between learning and development, compliance, and diversity & 
inclusion (D&I). A successful program can serve all three functions
at once.

Recognize the Pitfalls of Diversity and
Compliance Training

Much of compliance training, particularly around harassment and 
discrimination, addresses themes like respect, acceptance, and 
bystander intervention that also appear in D&I initiatives. 

Research on harassment and discrimination backs up the 
connection between diversity, inclusion, and compliance; a 2017 
Pew Research Center study found that 49% of women in 
majority-male workplaces reported that sexual harassment was 
a problem, compared with 34% of women in gender-balanced 
environments. 

Breaking down the traditional walls between D&I and
compliance allows us to draw from the strengths and avoid the 
pitfalls of each discipline. While bad compliance training can be 
simplistic, patronizing, and process-driven, many learners feel 
D&I training is theoretical and lacks practical application in 
day-to-day work. A modern compliance program, drawing from 
both fields, will be more effectivethen the sum of its parts. 

Modernize Your 
Learning Objectives

6 Emerson, Joelle. (2017). “Don’t Give Up on Unconscious Bias Training — Make It Better.” Harvard Business Review.
7 Jenkins, Ryan. (2018). “How to Recruit Better Millennial Talent With an Improved Employer Brand.” Inc.
8 Parker, Kim. (2018). “Women in majority-male workplaces report higher rates of gender discrimination.” Factank: News in the Numbers.
work. A modern compliance program, drawing from both fields, will be more effective than the sum of its parts
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https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/03/07/women-in-majority-male-workplaces-report-higher-rates-of-gender-discrimination/
https://www.chieflearningofficer.com/2014/12/19/top-3-things-wrong-with-diversity-inclusion-training/


Modern
Compliance
Learning Objectives
Table 2

Traditional Diversity
& Compliance

Objective: Promote a culture of
respect and belonging

Diversity
Training 

Compliance
Training 

Pitfalls: Abstract, academic,
divisive, preachy

Objective: Protect employees and
information; support ethical
decisions; reduce risk

Pitfalls: Dry, legalistic,
process-driven, patronizing

Unconscious Bias
Objective: Recognize and manage your
biases and blind spots

Bystander Intervention
Objective: Speak up and address troubling
behavior as you encounter it

Empowering Employees
Objective: Take ownership for norms at
the ground level

Building Trust Within Teams
Objective: Support a culture of
psychological safety and inclusion

Modern
Compliance
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Highlight unconscious bias. For employees to take the first step 
toward developing an inclusive culture, each member of the organization 
must understand their blind spots and the implicit associations that can 
lead to exclusionary behavior. Learn about unconscious bias in this 
microlearning course from Grovo.

Promote bystander intervention. One of the most effective ways to 
curb instances of unethical behavior is to empower employees with 
strategies as “active bystanders,” or individuals who speak up and take 
action when they see situations that they find problematic. Learn about 
the power of intervention in this microlearning course from Grovo. 

Empower employees. Compliance, inclusion, and ethical judgment 
cannot be imposed in a top-down fashion; each employee must be a 
steward of these norms in their role. By equipping your workforce with 
approaches for ethics and inclusion in hiring, data management, meeting 
etiquette, and many other aspects of a company’s culture, you’ll be far 
less likely to see problematic behavior down the line.

Build trust. The most productive teams are those where employees feel 
free to take risks, make mistakes, and disagree productively with their 
leaders and with each other. When teams lack this fundamental element, 
they are more likely to silence dissenting voices. In this way, it’s impossi-
ble for employees to play their part in enforcing cultural norms if they 
don’t feel empowered to speak up.

9 Ciliberto, David. (2014). “Top 3 Things Wrong with Diversity & Inclusion Training.” CLO Media.
10 Edmondson, Amy. (2002). “Managing the Risk of Learning: Psychological Safety in Work Teams.” Harvard Business School.
11 Simons, Tony. (2002). “The High Cost of Lost Trust.” Harvard Business Review.

The Four Pillars of
Modern Compliance

A positive company culture is founded on trust, 
authenticity, vulnerability, and what scholar Amy 
Edmondson calls “psychological safety.” Business-
es where employees lack these elements are both 
less safe and less profitable; a 2002 study of hotel 
employees found that employee appraisals of their 
managers’ integrity was the single biggest predic-
tor of the hotel’s profitability.

Modern compliance programs can
strengthen these cultural pillars by
prioritizing the following learning
objectives:
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https://hbr.org/2002/09/the-high-cost-of-lost-trust


Step 3

Construct the
Learner’s Journey

Reclaim Your Compliance Training

12



Construct the
Learner’s Journey

To achieve these four learning objectives of 
modern compliance, a training program must take 
a sequenced approach to build the mindset and 
knowledge associated with compliant behavior. 
Rather than seeking a comprehensive shift in 
attitude and behavior all at once, compliance 
learning should start with foundational concepts 
and become increasingly specific and tactical over 
time. 

Compliance training requires a shift in the attitudes and behaviors that are deeply rooted in a company culture. True behavior 
change requires a layered and long-term effort to educate and develop employees, rather than a reactive, light-touch effort to school 
them in a set of rules and regulations.

We’ve designed a three-part framework that you can 
apply to your Modern Compliance training initiatives 
to make them more strategic and focused on true 
behavior change.
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Table 3

Modern Compliance Pathway:
Harassment & Discrimination Focus

Foundational
Unconscious Bias &
Inclusion

Learning Objectives:
Recognize, examine, and
address implicit biases and 
microaggressions in daily work

Key Subjects
• Unconscious Bias
• Supporting a Culture of Inclusion
• Managing a Diverse &
  Inclusive Team

Key Subjects
• Preventing Harassment for Employees
  & Managers
• Preventing Discrimination for
  Employees & Managers
• State -specific compliance trainings

Learning Objectives:
Recognize the risk factors of
harassment and discrimination
and intervene to mitigate them

Preventative
Harassment &
Discrimination Prevention

Key Subjects
• LGBTQ Inclusion
• Managing a Multi-Generational Team
• Mental Health at Work
• Balancing Work & Life as a Parent
• Working Across Cultures 
• Disability Inclusion

Learning Objectives:
Deep-dive into thematic or
role-specific topics that go
beyond basic prevention learning

Targeted
Initiative-Based
Topics

Pa
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Modern
Compliance
Pathway

Foundational Learning: Your first step is to help employees slow down 
their thinking in the moment and become aware of their latent biases or 
blind spots. In the example of harassment and discrimination prevention, a 
grounding in unconscious bias and core D&I themes like microaggressions 
helps learners understand systemic, cultural factors that sit upstream 
from noncompliant behavior like harassment. 

Preventative Learning: If foundational learning is about understanding 
the root causes of human behavior, preventative learning helps employees 
leverage that understanding and preempt negative outcomes before they 
occur. For example, while unconscious bias and microaggressions 
enables learners to identify negative patterns in workplace culture (e.g., 
lack of women in leadership, a culture of toxic masculinity), sexual harass-
ment prevention programs must teach learners how to speak up when 
they notice problems and intervene to address them.

Targeted Learning: Exclusion, discrimination, and other forms of 
noncompliance can take different forms in a workplace, and sometimes 
specific knowledge, skills, and attitudes must be developed on a 
case-by-case basis. Tactical learning is especially necessary as evolving 
social and workplace trends require new vocabularies and new ways of 
thinking. These deep dives can often be paired with overviews of specific 
laws or regulations; for example, a training on the Americans with Disabili-
ties Act (ADA) should include some discussion of disability inclusion at a 
broader level.

A Three-Part
Framework

Step
01

Step
02

Step
03 15



With 400+ Modern Compliance 
titles to choose from, the curated 
courses complement each other 
and expose you to topics you may 
not have considered browsing the 
library on your own.

Launching the Modern Compliance 
subscription with Employment 
Discrimination and Harassment 
courses encourages AgriBank 
employees to speak up through 
real-world examples detailing what 
to do in bystander or first-hand 
situations.

The Modern Compliance subscription 
introduces Agribank managers to new 
topics that empower them to explore 
different management practices. Agribank 
finds that prioritizing compliance 
improves overall managerial performance 
by building incremental knowledge 
managers can apply to their behaviors 
and interactions.

Seeking to implement engaging, flexible, and acces-
sible learning, AgriBank invested in our Modern 
Compliance subscription to minimize risk across the 
organization and empower employees at every level 
to build sought-after-skills. 

How AgriBank Invested in
Modern Compliance to
Impact Learning Culture

01:
Deliver content that’s

always up-to-date

02:
Minimize risk across

your organization

03:
Build cross-functional skills
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The variety of content topics helps remind 
employees of expectations by providing 
relevant, engaging compliance information. It 
gets people out of the ‘have to’ mindset and 
encourages them to drive their own learning.
Geri Jarrard 
Director Organizational Effectiveness, AgriBank 

Modern Compliance
Helps Agribank



Employees
Deserve 
Better 
Simply “checking the box” on compliance training can be tempting when so many other 
learning and development priorities compete. But as discussed in this ebook, ignoring the 
learning design behind compliance wastes money, time, and credibility. More importantly, 
it wastes an opportunity to make organizations safer, more positive, and more innovative. 

By leveraging the three steps in this guide you’re that much closer to building an effective 
compliance program that targets true behavior change. By highlighting the silent impact 
of compliance on company culture and rolling out training that empowers employees on 
the ground, you’ll be developing talent as you mitigate risk. This is a critical efficiency, and 
one that you as an HR leader are best poised to drive.

While compliance training may start from the need to reduce liability and uphold laws, 
you can reclaim it and use it to effect change at your organization. As a leader, this is 
your opportunity to take ownership of culture from the ground up, safeguarding it from 
negative behaviors and setting your teams up to excel.

Conclusion 
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Cornerstone’s Modern Compliance content subscription 
frames traditional compliance topics like harassment, 
discrimination, and data privacy through the lenses of 
ethics, inclusion, safety, and customer centricity. Lever-
age these 400+ top Microlearning® lessons from Grovo 
to engage learners and fulfill legal requirements while 
uncovering real opportunities for change.

How
Cornerstone
Can Help

Meet compliance requirements 
Get access to a high-quality library of the most up-to-date 
Compliance topics, such as data privacy, diversity and 
inclusion, and employment discrimination and harassment 
that you can’t get from anywhere else. Our sexual harass-
ment training complies with laws in CA, CT, DE, ME and NY, 
while taking a new approach to workplace culture. 

Modern learning built to stick
Engage employees with focused, multi-media Microlearn-
ing® lessons that provide realistic, practical tips for address-
ing non-compliant behavior, making it easy for employees to 
put the learning into practice. Plus get access to curated 
Learning Playlists, designed as a starting point for learners. 

Easy to deploy, track, and manage through
Cornerstone Learning
Tracking and maintaining compliance training with distribut-
ed organizations, complex workplaces, and changing regula-
tions can be challenging. Content within this subscription 
comes integrated into the Cornerstone Learning Manage-
ment System (LMS) so you can easily deploy, track, and 
manage the Compliance training you’re delivering.
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Get in touch with our Content Consultants
to learn more.

https://www.cornerstoneondemand.com/lets-talk



