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    Insight guide  

E- learning  for   

Compliance  

 

In 20 minutes you cover :  

¶ The challenges of compliance  

¶ Why intent matters  

¶ The methods to consider  

¶ The eight  steps in effective compliance design  

 

 

The  challenges  

Compliance training . You can travel a long way around your 

organization before you find a phrase that causes more people to 
hurl their laptops at you.    

 
Itôs not hard to understand why. For most organiz ations compliance 
training has a weird set of properties that you donôt find with other 

types:  
 

1. Everyone has to do it  
2. Nobody wants to do it  

3. Nobody cares that nobody wants to do it  
4. Have you done it yet? Please do it by Friday.  
 

When you get to being an adult youôre not used to being treated 
like this. The inevitable  completion deadline email number 

seventeen results in a wave of  ówhy do you make me do stupid stuff 
like this, year after year ?ô reactions. So people arenôt exactly 
approaching it with a warm feeling. And then when they do finally, 
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at 4.35pm, click the ólaunch courseô button with a sigh, most of the 
time the experience lives up to their worst expectations.   
 

Yet thereôs got to be a good reason to do it. Otherwise there 
wouldnôt be thousands of hours of e-learning on this topic, easily in 

the top three areas for e - learning.  The reason is that compliance 
training is essential and it is seldom done effectively by more 
traditional methods, especially if you have to hit the entire 

population at once and by a critical date.  
 

So, e - learning is an essential part of the solution. S o, what can we 
do to make  it better? In this short guide we set out three areas 
where we believe you can ensure that youôre developing effective 

compliance training:  
 

1. Intent ion : Being clear about what it is youôre actually trying to 
do and  being unrelenting about it.  
 

2. Method : Being clear about the channels that will best achieve 
your intentions, and using e - learning to its best effect, in 

combination with other methods  
 

3. Design approach :  Whatever methods and channels you use, 

ensurin g that the design approach follows through on your 
intentions and treats your audience like adults  ï particularly in 

assessments . 
 

1. Intention  
 

Itôs easy to forget it, and after a few hours of compliance e-
learning, it may be hard to agree with it, but letôs agree one 

starting point: The people who drive the needs for compliance 
training are not bad people.  

 
Theyôre genuinely concerned about risk , and protecting the 
organization from risk. The financial crisis weôre in now showed that 

if someone is hell  bent on taking risks, no amount of training is 
going to stop them. Thatôs down to the harder business of internal 

control. But that doesnôt mean you should do nothing ïYou have to 
do what you can to reduce the risk. Regulatory bodies like the FSA 
and the SEC demand it. You have to do something. You have to 

take the right steps to ensure that nobody, but nobody can say ñI 
didnôt know that doing X, or not doing X was a risk. I didnôt know I 

should have done Y instead. And thatôs why weôre in this mess.ò 
 
So we canôt blame any senior counsel or compliance officer for 

taking that stance. If they donôt guard the business against risk 
theyôre failing in their responsibilities and potentially putting 

everyone else in the organization in jeopardy.  
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Itôs the journey from óyou have to do somethingô to what comes out 
the far side of the process that is the problem. The initial intent gets 
lost through the addition of all sorts of things that donôt really need 

to be there. Thatôs not the expertôs responsibility. Thatôs the 
designerôs responsibility.  

 
The starting point has got to be to understand  what the real  intent 
is. If it canôt be explained in very simple terms, you are going to 

have a problem that gets compounded all the way through your 
training, if training is the answer.  

 
And while weôre temporarily not calling it training, some day we 
should stop calling it  com pliance too . Compliance is a behaviorist  

word. Itôs an adult to child way of talking. A better term would be 
risk reduction . Whoever called you in the training department and 

said I want to do something, what they want to do is redu ce risk . 
Maybe a global rebranding of all compliance training to be properly 
about risk reduction would help its image. For now weôll stick with 

the accepted term. For now.  
 

 

Compliance insight :  Get your intentions 
straight  

You must sit with whoever is driving the need to reduce risk. Ask them  

 

¶ What is the risk?  

¶ Why is this important now? Whatôs changed from how we were 

doing things yesterday?  

¶ Are we already beyond risk and in trouble? What can we do about 

that (which may have nothing to do with training ï but that 

shouldnôt stop you trying to help) 

¶ What are the consequences? How likely are they? What will they 

cost us?  What will be the consequences for everyone concerned?  

¶ What happens if we do nothing (compared to the cost of the 

potential consequences)?  

¶ Who needs to  do something differently? What exactly do they need 

to do differently, stop doing or start doing?  

¶ What are the mistakes that weôre making that we donôt realise? 

Why are they mistakes?  

¶ How will we know weôve reduced the risk? (again, not something 

that a training intervention could hope to answer on its own, but 

youôve got to be part of the solution)  

¶ Who should people talk to if theyôre not clear about what to do? 

 

Make sure you and your internal customers are in complete agreement to 

the answers to all of these questions. Do  this before you ever talk about 

how the training is going to work.  

 

If you can get the answers to these questions, youôve got every chance of 

following through with a solution that addresses t he intent. If youôre 

working from legislation or policy documents, or the person calling on you 

canôt answer these questions, youôre already in murky territory. Our advice 

is not to move on until you have the answers to these questions.  
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2. Method  

Once  youôve got absolute clarity on your intent, now what are you 
going to do? If your one and only option is e- learning, every 

problem looks like a course. Worse, many courses seem to suffer  
from the nightly news syndrome ï itôs 30 minutes long regardless of 

how  much there actually is to say.  
 
E-learning brings strengths to compliance training solutions, but itôs 

not the only way to address it. Before you start designing a course, 
think about  the complementary methods available that can also 

support your intentions:  
 

¶ What else is happening to reduce the risk  ï are processes 

changing, extra steps in controls, changes to how people are 
measured and rewarded? If so, is there really a training issue 

or more of a communication task? Donôt rush in with a 
training solution to something that may not be a training 
pro blem at all. Your initial clarification of intent should flush 

this out.  
 

¶ If the whole intention and explanation of what needs to 
change can be summarised in a few pages (and you really 
need to make sure it can be), do you need to do more than 

present it clearly and get it out there?  
 

¶ If it needs more context and explanation, could you have a 
simple audio or video explanation to accompany the text?  

 

¶ If itôs likely to provoke lots of questions, can you create an 
FAQ, or  set up a discussion forum, or a mail box or phone 

number for questions?    
 
¶ If , for some people, there are more technical aspects of risk 

reduction, then maybe you need to do something more 
involved for specialists. Here youôre looking at more 

conventional training methods, but it doesnôt have to be e -
learning. It could be a webinar ;  it could be cascaded sessions 
with managers running team sessions, or a more specialist 

version of the methods above . 
 

 
What e - learning can bring  

 
If there is  a good reason to push beyond just communication and 
the need to do something  a little more involved ,  e- learning can 

deliver real benefit s.  
 

E- learning will enable you to achieve the effect of all of the one -way 
communications methods set out above, but it can do much more.  
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¶ It can convey key messages with pacing and tone , if well 

designed it can break down a complex set of risks and build 

up a clear picture point by point  
 

¶ It brings consistency where a webinar or cascaded model of 
delivery may not  

 

¶ It can bring more engagement than a passive document  or 
a one -way video or audio piece through a combination of 

different interactions and uses of media  
 

¶ It can introduce challenge through well structured, 

searching questions that require intelligent response  
 

¶ It can be personalised by giving user s some choice and 
possibly some recommended pathways through the content 
depending on who they are and what they need to know  

 
¶ Most important  in a compliance context : It can give you 

proof . Dissemination of documents, a udio overviews are 
good at giving context, but theyôre one way traffic. 
Assessment (and tracking of e - learning via an LMS) proves 

that people have done something. Yes itôs true, you cannot 
force people to learn. But you can design an assessment 

that challe nges people and gives a more firm indicator on 
whether people actually know what to do (more on that 
later). You can call that a ócover your backsideô strategy. 

But when the regulatory authorities come knocking to see 
how effectively youôve reduced risk, you know that is what 

they will look for .  
 

¶ E- learning doesnôt have to be the high-end option either .  

With more rapid tools like Articulate and  Atlantic Link in use 
in organiz ations,  creating  a short focused e - learning course 

does not need to be a multiple of the costs of the other 
methods mentioned above.  

 



â Kineo ð  Compliance 

Not to be redistributed or copied. Not for resale. 6 

 

Compliance insight :  Find the r ight 
combination of methods ï it  might not 
( just)  be e - learning   

Before you decide that e - learning, or only e - learning, is the best approach, 

make sure you and your internal customers have considered all of the methods 

available. Ask yourself  (and your internal customers )  these questions:  

 

¶ What are peopleôs attitudes towards these different methods? How 

best can you win their óhearts and mindsô Where are we going to 

make the biggest connection and achieve our intentions?   

¶ Whatôs our budget? How is that best spent to achieve our 

intentions?  

¶ Is this simple enough to use a simple piece of communication or 

does it need to do more ? 

¶ How could we combine some of these channels, e.g.  

o Explanation of process /policy changes just to people who it 

affects  

o Document + assessment  

o Document + audio explanation  

o E- learning + assessment  

o Webinar + discussion forum for questions  

¶ What kind of human support are we going to need to make this 

work?  Whatôs the cost of that?  

 

Ensure youôve considered all of the options before moving into specific 

design.  

 

 

3. Design approach    

Eight design tips  for compliance e - learning  
 

Whether youôre taking an e-learning or a more multi - channel 

approach to risk reduction, there are some best practices in design 
that you should  follow.  

 
These design approaches  should  all flow through from the core 
intentions that you and your internal customer should be very clear 

on by this stage.  
 

Weôve used e-learning examples below, but the principles apply to 
designing webinars, clearly structured supporting documents, and 
suppo rting audio / video components.  
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1. Make your case: start with the intent   

 
Donôt make the mistake of dressing up your compliance e- learning 
with slow burn  intros or subtle messages. You do not want people 

wondering what itôs about. There are places in learning design 
where a subtle approach works. Itôs not at the start of compliance 

courses .  
 
You owe people an explanation as to why this is worth 20 minutes  

of their time. You need to start any compliance e - learning module 
with a clear explanation of the context ï the why of the module.  

 
The work youôve done with your internal customers to be 
completely clear on your intention should form the basis for your 

starting point.  
 

You donôt need to do much more than present well structured 
coherent answers to a boiled -down version of  the same questions 
you asked your SME:  

 
¶ Whatôs the risk, and why are we talking about it now? 

¶ What are we doing about it?  
¶ Who needs to  change what theyôre doing? 
¶ What do you  need to do differently?  

¶ Where can you  find out more?  
 

 
Your goal should be to get this across in two minutes at an intro 

level. Donôt try to get anything else across. Anything else has got to 
fight for the right to be pa rt of the learning, which leads us toé 
 

2. Be brutal about the timing  

 
Much compliance e - learning is mandatory for either whole 
organization s or large subsections of it.  Every minute they spend in 

an e - learning or other training intervention has a cost t o the 
business. So being concise is not just good practice, it has a real 
cost impact. You can do the maths based on your own internal costs 

to quickly see the difference between a 15 minute and a 45 minute 
e- learning intervention.  

 
We all know this but yet itôs easy to lose sight of it when designing 
your training. Often this is because well meaning SMEs want to 

make sure you say absolutely everything about the subject because 
someone, somewhere, someday may need to know about point X, 

and refer people to the source legislation for the avoidance of all 
doubt, yadda yadda.. .  
 

This is where you have to hold true to the intentions you agreed 
with your internal customers: what do people really, really need to 
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know? Is this answering one of  the key questions? If not, it doesnôt 
belong.  
 

Every screen, every point, every word should have to justify its 
existence. If you hired a lawyer that you were paying by the hour to 

explain the subject, youôd expect them to be concise . As soon as 
they wandered  into legal backwaters and speculation, youôd tell 
them to stop  the meter and answer your questions . Thatôs the same 

dialogue you want to have with your target audience.  
 

Make your timing clear ï good practice for any e - learning. Signpost 
the menu  and every section with a reminder of how long itôs going 
to take. If the whole thing is longer than 20 minutes (not including 

assessment time), are you sure youôre not saying more than you 
need to? Circle back to your SME/internal customer and see what 

could come out, or be treated as supporting or reference material.  
 
Itôs likely that there are three or four key points that you need to 

convey about the risk and what to d o about it. Thereôs little chance 
that people will hold onto more than that, so donôt sacrifice focus on 

those points for the sake of adding other less important ones.  
 

3. Know who youôre talking to  

 
Do you know for sure that everyone needs to know all of this? Most  

compliance e - learning is sent out to far more people than actually 
need it. If your LMS allows you to create learning paths, make sure 

youôre not burdening anyone needlessly with a module that has 
nothing to do with them.  

 
Sometimes you need to create a course that covers broad points for 
everyone and specialist points for a minority. Make sure you clearly 

label those sections so that no generalist wastes their time on 
material thatôs not relevant for them. Itôs another bore factor that 

you have to steer clear of.  
 
Make it relevant. As soon as someone is forced to look at som ething 

and can legitimately say óI would never be in this situationô, youôve 
lost credibility and youôve wasted their time. Simple  section 

headings that are clear about the intended audience for each 
section are a must. Youôll need a more sophisticated approach to 
assessment, but most e - learning tools will enable you to draw from 

banks of different question sets aligned to role.  
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Compliance insight : Donôt be boring ï 
whatever that meansé.  

ñCompliance training is boring ò. What does that mean? The contentôs not 

interesting? Not really. People know that the content is about reducing risk. 

Thatôs interesting if you care about reducing risk. As one client said to us 

recently: ñI am not concerned about making our compliance e-learning 

óinterestingô. If they donôt do it, they canôt do their jobs. For most people thatôs 

enough to get them interested.ò It may be an extreme view but you get the 

point.  

 

The accusation of óthis is boringô is not something you want to address with a 

cavalcade of media, gam es, and the like. That stuff is not for your compliance 

e- learning. In fact that can make things worse. It drives up development cost, 

drives up learner time (cost). And , in our view , itôs not very adult. Itôs the 

equivalent of saying ñWe know you donôt like this medicine. So weôve sugared it 

up with some nice bits so itôll slide down easier.ò People are smart enough to 

see through that and are more likely to be annoyed about it than grateful.  

 

What does boring mean? Usually at least one of the following:  

 

¶ Itôs too long  

¶ I know it already  

¶ You havenôt changed anything since the last time I did this  

¶ Itôs full of jargon  

¶ I donôt need to know this for my job  

¶ Itôs just pages of text that I would rather have printed off and read  

¶ Youôre making me do things in the wrong order, I want to just take 

the test now .  

 

These are the accusations that you need to guard against in any compliance e -

learning design. When youôre creating and reviewing it, see if it stands up to 

attack against any of these criticisms. If not , change it before you hear about it 

from users.  
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4. Donôt get legal   

 

Of course you need to convey some information about the key 
behaviours that people need to adopt. There are a range of 

interactive means for doing this and we donôt need to labour them 
here. The key is to do it concisely. Donôt let the lawyers take over 
at  this stage. Again, if youôre true to your original intentions you 

should be able to do this concisely.  
 

Concentrate on what your learners have to do to be compliant, not 
on the background to the legal requirements. Think more in terms 
of simple processes , checklists, actions that people can take. These 

will be a lot more valuable than interminable legal information that 
is not relevant for most people.  

 
The moment you find yourself wading into detailed legislation or  

heavy process, you need to stop and r evisit your original intentions. 
Nobody takes on this information effectively in a short focused 
module. It belongs somewhere else ï probably in a specialist 

intervention for a limited audience who actually need to know the 
law.  

 
Most compliance and legal  experts that we work with actually have 
no interest in teaching people in depth about the law , because to 

interpret the law you need specialist training and they donôt want 
people to take that into their own hands. A little knowledge of the 

legislation co uld be a very dangerous thing. Theyôre paid to 
understand the nuances of the legislation and present it in plain 
terms so that people can follow clear advice. Thereôs a difference 

between knowing what the law is about, and knowing the law. The 
former is as  far as you want to go.  

 
Make sure youôre getting your moneyôs worth and keeping your e-
learning well clear of detailed legislation. If people want some 

assurance that the key points about risk are grounded in statute, 
link to it ï just donôt force people to learn and be tested on statute 

names like theyôre studying for the bar exam (unless youôre 
creating e - learning for a law school  -  in which case, knock yourself 
out).  

 
Hereôs an example of a screen from our own Data Protection 

Essentials module that con veys a legal process without getting 
bogged down in the details of the law:  
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5. Tell tales  

 
The best way to show how risks can play out and the c onsequences 
is through example. Thereôs a natural narrative to showing how 

doing/not doing something exposes a company to a risk, the fallout 
and the consequences for  the company and the individual. Stories 

following this narrative present and embed in the memory far better 
than presentation of facts. Make the best use of that narrative by 
creating simple  storylines for your module.  

 
You do not need audio and video for this ï keep it simple. Laying 

out a few screens like this can do it. Hereôs a slightly cheeky 
example from a module on mandatory vacation policies:  
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For this audience, being a little provocative worked. It might not 
work for yours -  test out different approaches with target audience 

members to get the tone right.  
 

If you can source stories from your organization , then great ï you 
may not want to name and shame but thatôs not the point. Taking  
the risks from the ómight happen somedayô to óhappened last weekô 

is about as far as you can go to hitting the point.  
 

If you donôt have examples from your organization , it should not be 
difficult to construct th ese stories, either from profiled cases in the 
public domain, or through scripting simple narratives to do this.  

 
Narratives in compliance e - learning can take three formats :  

 
1. Self contained case studies : a one or two screen exposition 
that typically fo llows the flow of  

 
¶ Context: this person was in this situation  

¶ Action: they did / didnôt do X  
¶ Consequences: impact on the firm, the customer, them  
¶ Reflection: What they should have done to reduce the risk 

and avoid the consequences  
 

These can work well for overall context stetting and to emphasis e 
key points of risk throughout  a module. The screen shown earlier is  
a truncated version of this.  

 
2. Episodic case study : Where a module has a more involved set 

of steps, you could construct  a case study that learners return to as 
the module progresses. For example, if thereôs a three step process 

for compliance, you could have case studies in the context of each 
process, updating the story with each step in the process.  
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3. Expert story : Get y our SME involved by sharing their stories 
and experiences. You could record these and use audio and video -  

the cost is nothing like what it once was for either option and it 
lends tone and credibility to the experience.  

 
You donôt need to have endless numbers of anecdotes ï focus on 
the key risks that youôre trying to communicate and ensure that the 

stories are tightly constructed and support your overall intention.  
 

6. Get practical    

 
Itôs about doing something differently.  Create meaningful practice 

opportunitie s with short focused scenarios that let people practice 
just that.  

 
Scenarios follow the flow of either the self -contained or episodic 

case study, but involve decision making by the learner. Theyôre also 
a vit al tool in a meaningful assessment, which weôll cover later.  

 

The basic flow of the scenario is:  
 

¶ Set a goal: Youôre working with a team on a project that 
could have some risk  

 

¶ Give background information: Hereôs whatôs happened so far 
ï use descriptions  of the actions of each team member, or 

provide real documents and show the workflow  
 
¶ Decision point: These could be either advice -based óWhat 

would you do/what would you advis e this person to do at this 
pointô or reflective ówhat went wrong here, what step should  

have been taken that wasnôt?ô Putting the user into the 
situation and asking them to advise or diagnose is a powerful 
means of engaging and embedding the key points about risk 

reduction.  
 

¶ Play out the consequence: Show what the result of your 
advice would be, positive or negative. Could it have led to a 
risk becoming a reality? Show what could have happened, in 

a safe environment .  
 

¶ Coaching and feedback: Explain how the mistake could have 
been avoided and what a better course of decision making  
should have been. Where relevant direct the learner to 

supporting information that gives more context.  
 

Scenarios donôt have to be media driven to be immersive ï they 
just need to be based on plausible situations and well constructed 
to make the decision  points sufficiently challenging. All the effort is 

in the scripting.  
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In the example below a learner is taken through a short scenario 
and then presented with decision points.  
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Hereôs a scenario example from our Data Protection module:  
 

 
 
Creating scenarios that challenge users and require application and 
demonstration of knowledge are good practice in any design ï and 

increasingly, theyôre what regulators are looking for. Regulators are 
not just looking at test results and comp letion stats, theyôre looking 

at the quality of the learning intervention itself. If it isnôt sufficiently 
challenging, then your tick box isnôt going to get you very far.  
 

Make sure the e - learning stands up to scrutiny, and push your SMEs 
hard to help create plausible , challenging scenarios and questions.  

7. Sweat the test  

 

The most important aspect of any compliance e - learning is proving 
that people actually know what to do now. Oddly, itôs often the part 
of compliance development that gets left to the end, compiled in 

the final days after the course has been developed.  
 

Hereôs a different approach: Write the test first. Then youôre clear 
on what it is that people actually need to do. The content should be 
structured to ensure that people are able to prove they can 

demonstrate competence through the test. Donôt leave it to the 
end, for you or the learner. The test should come first, or at least 

be an option to take first, if a learner thinks they can prove 
performance right away.  
 

Treating people as adults means making the assessment adult. That 
means it canôt be about simple recall of facts that will flake away 

from short term memory within minutes.  It must involve putting 
those facts into practice. The same approach that weôve suggested 


