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As you’re mingling at a party, someone 
asks, “What do you do?”

“I’m an instructional designer,” you 
reply, knowing the title lacks the instant brand 
recognition of doctors, lawyers, and garbage 
collectors.

“Oh yeah?” your new friend asks. “What’s that?”
Do you say that you create experiences that 

change behavior? That you equip individuals with 
the knowledge and skills they need to achieve their 
potential? Or that you build compliance courses to 
meet your organization’s legal obligations?

Opting for a more literal definition, you reply, 
“I create those online tutorials you take at work.”

Something passes across the eyes of this new 
acquaintance. Is it annoyance? Disgust? Boredom? 
It certainly doesn’t look like admiration.

The conversation ends shortly thereafter. No 
plans for future meetings are made.

Where did we go wrong? We went into this 
field because we like to help people, and we’ve 
stayed in this field because we’re good at it.

Although many people value learning, they don’t 
think learning has anything to do with the stream 
of online tutorials they’re forced to take at work. 
And the dirty little secret is … they’re often right.
The problem is not that real learning can’t be 
achieved in an online format or that compliance 
courses, whether in person or online, have to be 
tedious or uninspiring. The problem is that too 
often, we aren’t even trying to create real learning. 
We’re trying, instead, to comply, as evidenced in 
Figure 1.

We are flooding our corporate libraries with 
compliance tutorials that read more like contracts 
than calls to action, more like lip service than real 
service. In the process, we’re diluting our brand, 
squandering our learners’ valuable attention, and 
slowly losing the respect of our decision makers.

This TD at Work will:
• paint a portrait of compliance training in the 

modern organization

• explore the common problems that plague 
online compliance training

• underscore the need for a new compliance 
paradigm

• introduce a custom, ADDIE-based approach 
that can help bridge the gap between 
compliance and training.

Bad compliance training presents a serious 
threat to the long-term health of our industry, but 
it’s a threat we can resolve. With any luck, the next 
time you tell someone what you do for a living, 
they just might buy you a drink.

WHAT IS COMPLIANCE 
TRAINING?
At many organizations, compliance training is an 
umbrella term, covering a wide range of subjects 
and delivery formats. We’ll use a similarly broad 
definition, with only a few restrictions to focus 
our discussion. The following three points will 
define compliance training for our purposes, while 
also beginning to reveal the origins of the term’s 
most negative connotations. 

Externally Mandated
In this TD at Work, we’ll define compliance 
training as any externally mandated training 
course or program. This simple two-word 
definition is convenient in its simplicity and 
breadth, and it provides a succinct description of 
why compliance courses are so often lacking.

The external origin of compliance subjects 
means the standard content may or may not suit 
your audience. Unfortunately, this gap is too often 
ignored or addressed only superficially. I recently 
worked with a prominent compliance vendor to 
customize a purchased offering for delivery on our 
campus. While I was encouraged by the concept, I 
soon discovered that “customizing” to them meant 
adding the name of our institution to the header 
and updating a few legal definitions to match the 
wording in our state’s laws. If we’re serious about 
making compliance learning that matters, we need 
to take customization further by tailoring unique 
solutions that meet our external mandates but 
emphasize our real internal needs.

The mandated aspect of compliance programs 
is responsible for many of their problems. Nobody 
likes to be told what to do, and that includes 
senior leaders, managers, learners, and you. 
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Faced with required training, we tend to act like 
a petulant child halfheartedly cleaning his room, 
going through the motions as quickly as possible 
so he can move on to something he chooses to do.

One key to fixing compliance training is to 
reframe our thinking about mandates. Instead 
of seeing them an unavoidable nuisance, we 
should view them as a rare opportunity to reach 
our entire organization with a single message. 
If we craft that message carefully, we can use 
compliance mandates to make a real difference.

IF WE’RE SERIOUS ABOUT MAKING 
COMPLIANCE LEARNING THAT MATTERS, 
WE MUST TAILOR UNIQUE SOLUTIONS 
THAT MEET OUR EXTERNAL MANDATES BUT 
EMPHASIZE OUR REAL INTERNAL NEEDS.

Nonsynchronous Online
Compliance training can be delivered in a variety 
of formats. Safety topics, for example, are often 
delivered in person. However, safety training 
courses already focus heavily on learnable 
techniques and behavior change, which means 
they aren’t part of the problem we’re trying to 
solve. Instead, we will focus primarily on the 
legal and interpersonal compliance subjects that 
have risen dramatically in recent years, especially 
in higher education, state and federally funded 
organizations, and even private corporations, 
especially those in regulated sectors.

Due to tight completion deadlines, a perceived 
lack of teachable skills, and the large numbers of 
employees that these compliance programs are 
required to reach, they often are implemented as 
nonsynchronous online tutorials that a massive 
number of users can access and complete 
whenever needed. In fact, in some organizations, 

FIGURE 1: TWO KINDS OF TRAINING PROJECTS

Real	  Learning	  Compliance	  Learning	  

Figure 1. Two Kinds of Training Projects 

The	  kind	  that’s	  cheap.	   The	  kind	  we	  invest	  in.	  

The	  kind	  we	  fire	  and	  forget.	   The	  kind	  we	  evaluate	  and	  
improve.	  

The	  kind	  our	  audience	  hates.	   The	  kind	  our	  audience	  loves.	  

The	  kind	  we	  hate.	   The	  kind	  that	  got	  us	  into	  this	  
business.	  
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compliance courses are the only courses  
delivered via static online tutorials, with more 
respected subjects garnering in-person courses  
or live webinars. The result is a serious hit to  
the credibility of this otherwise promising 
learning format.

In light of this reality, we will focus our 
discussion primarily on designing and developing 
nonsynchronous compliance solutions. However, 
many of the behavior-based principles we will 
explore can be adapted to improve the quality of 
compliance learning in any format.

Owned by a Subject Matter Expert
In large organizations with a dedicated learning 
and development team, compliance projects 
tend to be a collaboration between a learning 
professional and a subject matter expert (SME) 
from another group, such as a corporate lawyer  
or a program manager. The learning professional 
is responsible for creating a meaningful, 
measurable, and engaging learning experience. 
The SME is responsible for meeting the 
compliance requirements.

THE SCOPE OF COMPLIANCE DEMANDS
In its 2016 Cost of Compliance survey, Thomson Reuters warned of regulatory fatigue in the face of increasing, sometimes 
overlapping, domestic and international rules. The survey revealed compliance officers’ concern about their ability to meet 
increasing compliance demands and anxiety over personal liability from failing to fully comply.

At Georgia Tech alone, a recent inventory revealed more than 70 compliance training programs for faculty and staff, and 
that number is only likely to grow. Broadly defined, common compliance subjects fall into several major categories: 

Health and Safety
Includes “right to know” training for chemical hazards; specialized training for working in potentially hazardous environments, 
such as research labs; and specialized training for working with hazardous equipment, such as forklifts, cranes, and class  
4 lasers.

Cybersecurity and Privacy of Data
Includes the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act, the Health Information Portability and Accountability Act, and other 
mandated safeguards for private data, as well as the safe and ethical use of state-owned or grant-funded IT infrastructure.

Ethics
Includes conflict of interest, ethical procurement and sourcing, and basic ethical behavior expectations in the workplace.

Harassment
Includes civility in the workplace training, antibullying training, and specialized training to prevent harassment by age, gender, 
race, and other legally protected statuses.

Discrimination
Incudes training on hiring, disciplinary action, and other HR matters to ensure these processes remain free of illegal 
discrimination. Courses also may address unlawful discrimination toward clients, customers, or vendors.

Specialized Regulatory Environments
Highly regulated industries—such as energy, healthcare, banking, and insurance—have numerous compliance training needs 
related to specific aspects of their business, typically regarding internal transparency, fair market competition, and basic 
consumer protections.
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