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PSYCHOLOGY OF COMPLIANCE

Michael B. Spellman, Ph.D.

“Craft a Personal Integrity 

Agreement that addresses 

the individual’s commitment 

to the underlying 

value of compliance...  

Maximize the 

individual’s sense of 

personal investment.”

INJECT 
“COMMON-SENSE” 
PSYCHOLOGY 
INTO YOUR 
COMPLIANCE  
PLANS AND 
PROGRAMS TO 
AVOID THE 
CONSEQUENCES 
OF NON-
COMPLIANCE.

 Most employees want to do their job well.  The 

desire to do well includes the desire to comply with 

corporate policies, procedures, and compliance 

plans.  Nonetheless, even the best-laid compliance 

plans seldom lead to the level of compliance to 

which their authors aspire.  Here are some tips 

to consider as you seek to improve the level of 

compliance your companies plans achieve.  

Personal Integrity

 Corporate Integrity Agreements have 

emerged as an increasingly common way for 

regulatory agencies to maximize compliance by 

corporations.  These agreements serve a number 

of functions, including prompting corporate buy-in 

and commitment to whatever terms were agreed 

upon to ensure compliance.   In their general form 

Corporate Integrity Agreements are agreements 

used to preclude the need for harsher actions when 

a corporation is found to be out of compliance with 

government regulation(s) but not, apparently, 

malevolent or intentional in the non-compliance.  

In lieu of harsher consequences the offending 

company agrees to the principals of compliance 

and a plan of action to ensure future compliance.

A similar principle can often be used to increase 

the level of compliance, and the commitment 

to compliance, of a department or individual 

employee.  Specifi cally, a Personal Integrity 

Agreement deserves thought when you are crafting 

a compliance plan.  Like its’ corporate cousin the 

Personal Integrity Agreement is to be called upon 

when the failure to comply is due to ignorance 

rather than malice or intent.

 The precise wording of such an agreement 

will, of course, depend on the situation being 

addressed.  In its’ generic form a Personal Integrity 

Agreement should include clear statements of the 

objective(s).  What target behaviors and signs of 

compliance will be measured, when, and by whom.  

The agreement should include clear instructions, 

or references to where the instructions can be 

found, for the steps needed to ensure compliance.  

Depending on the culture of the corporation, it is 

sometimes appropriate to specify consequences 

for failing under the agreement, and sometimes 

more appropriate to leave those consequences 

out of the agreement.  Finally, even the most 

rudimentary Personal Integrity Agreement should 

include language that addresses the individuals 

commitment to the underlying value of compliance.  

Commitments to behaviors may not be as strong 

as commitments to the principals underlying the 

behaviors. 

 Even when the employee is handed a pre-

written form, the mere acting of signing it will, for 

many employees, lead to an enhanced level of 

commitment to the plan they are signing. When 

possible, it is helpful to allow the employees 

themselves to draft the plan.  Stated simply:  the 
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more input the employee has, the more likely they 

are to comply.  Moreover, those employees who had 

a hand in drafting their own plans are more likely to 

help others stay in-line.  

It is possible to be creative in helping employees 

develop their own personalized Personal Integrity 

Agreements.  For example, in a group setting 

employees can be asked to list key elements for a 

meaningful plan.  After a master list is developed 

by the group, individuals can pick the relevant 

issues and incorporate them into their personalized 

agreement.  Here again, the goal is to maximize the 

employee’s sense of personal investment.  

Vicarious Problem Solving

Vicarious rehearsal is a term that refers to the 

process of walking ourselves through an event in 

our minds before we encounter the event in reality.  

The young man who silently practices his proposal 

of marriage before saying it aloud to his girlfriend 

is engaging in vicarious rehearsal.  It is our way of 

preparing for something within the confi nes and 

comforts of our psyche before presenting ourselves 

to the world at large.

Vicarious problem solving occurs when, 

through vicarious rehearsal, we encounter and 

solve a problem.   Here again, the process is purely 

internal.  Neither word, nor deed occurs except in 

the confi nes and comforts of our inner psyche.  

Common examples of vicarious problem solving 

include imagining a golf putt before swinging the 

putter, and imagining an alternative route home 

when we are stuck in traffi c.

Compliance Offi cers can take advantage of 

vicarious problem solving in the service of promoting 

increased compliance.  For example, it possible to 

have group meetings in which employees are asked 

to anticipate and list the problems they imagine 

others in their organization might have when a 

compliance plan is put into place.  By casting 

employees in a supervisory role, you are effectively 

enhancing their vision and helping them take off 

the blinders.  By asking them to anticipate potential 

problems, you are asking them to vicariously 

assess the entire system and compliance plan.  By 

asking them to propose solutions, you are helping 

employees come into a posture in which they will 

be more able to prevent those problems which they 

have already vicariously solved.  

The Power of Groups

Although it can be correctly argued that a 

classroom of people working together to learn a 

subject can be regarded as a group, typical training 

seminars do not allow for some key group dynamics 

to develop. Unfortunately, it is relatively easy to 

unintentionally bring a group of people into the 

same room and set up a structure which interferes 

with valuable group dynamics. This occurs, for 

example when large groups of people sit together 

through a lecture.  Such a situation creates no 

group dynamic that would promote compliance. 

In contrast, with a little bit of forethought and 

design, it is possible to set-up opportunities for 

groups and their dynamics to form even when the 

overall group is quite large. Consider, for example, 

the difference between taking an hour to have 

an expert review a compliance plan with eighty 

employees in lecture format; and having the same 

expert speak for only twenty minutes after which 

the class breaks down into smaller groups that 

spend the next half hour thinking through the plan 

and where the rough spots might be.  In the latter 

scenario there is room for the small groups to 

develop a shared value for the compliance, shared 

responsibility for keeping each other on track, and 

any of a number of other invaluable dynamics 

and features that would not likely emerge from a 

lecture.

Even looking beyond the initial group dynamics, 

the potential to shape a group norm that promotes 

compliance is greatly enhanced.  As a rule, people 

are much more likely to allow themselves to violate 

a principal rule or regulation when they believe they 

are alone in their crime.  In contrast, when people 

feel an obligation to a team, or when they believe 

that others who are important in their lives may 

become aware of their interaction, they tend to 

work all the harder to follow the rules and comply 

with policies.  

Rewards and Punishments

All too often compliance programs are put into 

place in the service of ensuring compliance with a 

regulation or law that even senior executives fi nd 

burdensome or undesirable.  Rarely is it the case 

that senior management is motivated to spend 

any more than is absolutely necessary to ensure 

compliance.  Perhaps because it is perceived as 

less costly to do so, many compliance plans are 

long on adverse consequences for those who failed 

to comply, and short on rewards for those who help 

bring the company into compliance and help keep it 

there.  

The addition of a reward structure allows 

for several desirable forces to be brought to 
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bear toward promoting compliance.  Perhaps 

the foremost of these forces is the power of 

competition.  By setting up standards which can be 

rewarded when met, it is possible for compliance 

offi cers to pit sub-team against sub-team in the 

service of maximizing compliance and compliance 

potential.  These rewards do not, of course, need 

to be fi nancial in nature (although money never 

hurts).  However, the rewards do need to have true 

meaning to those who receive them.    

On the other side of the coin, punishments 

and adverse consequences are all too often built 

into compliance plans to help manage those 

circumstances in which an employee falls short 

of an anticipated goal. It is most often the case 

that adverse consequences are less effective for 

an organization than a reward based system. So, 

I routinely recommend avoiding the temptation to 

punish so that the focus can remain on promoting 

the desired behaviors.  

When there is a risk of punishment, people 

tend to avoid the arena in which that risk exists.  In 

practical terms, when a compliance plan involves 

punishment, the employees are actually motivated 

to avoid dealing with the compliance plan. 

When, for whatever reasons, a compliance plan 

does have adverse consequences built into it, it 

is worth making sure that those consequences 

occur in a manner that allows all employees to 

be aware when the consequence is administered.  

The rationale here is to make sure that others 

benefi t from any given employee’s error.  By making 

consequences public, the compliance offi cer also 

helps bring into play the group dynamics described 

above.  

Xenophobia

One universal rule of compliance training is 

that those who must comply must be informed and 

educated about the rules, regulations, and policies 

with which they are expected to comply. Too often, in 

our search for expertise, we hire strangers to come 

into our organizations and teach our employees. 

In practical terms, we hire outsiders in whom our 

employees have little or no investment to teach our 

employees. There is little room for rapport and still 

less room for capitalizing on the desire to please 

people we know and work with.  

Exacerbating matters is the inherent disparity 

between the attitudes of those in the position of 

learners and the attitudes of those in the position 

of teachers.  All too often employees see new 

compliance programs as an additional burden 

with which they must come to grips.  The imported 

experts, on the other hand, have a different level 

of investment in the compliance plan.  They are 

invested in achieving high levels of compliance.  

Achieving a similarity in attitude is one of the most 

potent forces when it comes to encouraging others 

to comply with our wishes and our desires.  The use 

of outside trainers risks losing, or minimizing, the 

value of this motivating force.

 This does not mean that learners and trainers 

must have identical attitudes on everything.  Nor 

does it mean that they must have similar attitudes 

on the primary subject at hand.  It does mean that, 

until trainers are perceived as being similar enough 

in signifi cant ways to learners the learners are not 

motivated to identify with and comply with the 

instructions of the trainers.  

 Over my years in healthcare I have been struck 

by how hospitals will make it a point to bring in 

dual trained experts.  They know, for example, that 

physicians are more likely to accept and act upon 

what they hear from a colleague who is also trained 

in law than from a person whose only title is lawyer. 

With this in mind, imagine how effective the dual 

trained lawyer/physician will be when they speak to 

the orderlies, technicians, kitchen, and clerical staff 

on a topic such as compliance.

Conclusions

 In our highly regulated world, we can all expect 

to be faced with more and more demand for 

compliance plans and compliance programs.  With 

each plan will come a new demand for improved 

ways to ensure the plans are adhered to and 

the consequences of non-compliance avoided.  

The architects of such plans must inject some 

“common-sense” psychology  into their plans if 

they are to achieve even a modicum of success.  

To maximize success, especially in complex 

corporate environments, it is important to add some 

scientifi cally based psychological principles as well.   
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