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INTRODUCTION

There is a fundamental difference between learning and knowing, and 
an appreciation for this difference is what can make or break an ethics-
based training program

There has been a lot of ink shed 
bemoaning mediocre corporate 
training programs and the general 
ineffectiveness of conduct training.1 The 
handwringing may be attributed to the 
considerable sums companies spend on 
conduct training, but it may also be due 
to the fact that measuring the success 
of an ethics-based training program can 
be frustrating. 

At first glance, it appears that an 
effective ethics or conduct training 
program would have to be measured by 
the absence of (rather than the evidence 
of) particular types of misconduct. 
Evaluating the absence of something 
can be challenging; a failure of conduct 

training tends to be something we can 
only measure once HR has been called, 
reports have been made, charges have 
been laid, and the investigation begins. 
Even if the results of a training program 
appear to be successful and there 
are few instances of misconduct, it is 
difficult to measure the efficacy of the 
training program that produced that 
desired outcome in a vacuum.

Faced with this dilemma, it becomes 
apparent that we need to find a new 
way of looking at the conduct training 
situation. The question to ask is not 
“What is the value of conduct training?” 
but rather, “How can we make conduct 
training valuable?” 

Not all conduct training is created equal 
and in a sea of competing corporate 
mandates, understanding why one 
training program is fundamentally better 
than another requires a vocabulary 
that is built around the intellectual, 
emotional, and meaning-making skills of 
your employees. 

In this white paper, we will be discussing 
the guiding principles behind some 
effective conduct training approaches, 
giving you a functional vocabulary 
that will allow you to evaluate your 
training needs as they relate to the most 
important component of any training 
program: your learner. 
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WILLINGNESS, CAPACITY, AND THE ADULT LEARNER

...your adult learner has a few fundamental (and workable) 
expectations in order to actively participate in any learning process.

There is a tendency to assume that a 
failure to comply with ethics training is 
due, in part, to bad training programs.
Though there is very likely some truth 
to that presumption, it is important 
to ask an essential question that may 
help us more accurately evaluate these 
perceived collective failures: are training 
failures due to a willingness issue or a 
capacity issue? 

If you have employees unwilling to 
learn, unwilling to engage, unwilling to 
participate, you do not have a training 
issue, you have a human resource 
issue and should probably reevaluate 
the employees in question. A capacity 
issue, however, is something that 
can be identified and addressed with 
great enthusiasm. If you have a willing 
workforce who may also lack a baseline 
capacity to reconcile your conduct 
training into something meaningful and 

adoptable, half the battle is won. What 
you need now is a way to build that 
capacity.

This may smack of oversimplification, 
but it’s an important reminder: your 
adult learner has a few fundamental 
(and workable) expectations in order 
to actively participate in any learning 
process. Andragogy (adult education) 
has long since established that adults 
come to every immediate learning 



5

CORPORATE TRAINING PROGRAMSVALUE OF CONDUCT TRAINING

experience as an embodiment of all 
past learning and lived experiences 
and they expect (and intend) to use 
these previous experiences to inform 
subsequent learning efforts.2  

Yes, you should know that there is 
some ego involved (isn’t there always 
and can you blame us?) so tone is of 
paramount importance as is a second 
important and related characteristic 
of the adult learner: the expectation of 
relevant information that can be used 
immediately and that is of discernible 
value. These learning needs demand a 
clear mandate, clear objectives, valuable 
feedback, and equal opportunities to 
both act and reflect.

Are we high maintenance learners? Not 
quite. In fact, because our needs are 
driven by ego, reason, and a need for 
practical application, we are easier to 
engage when utility is apparent and the 
perceived value of learning is intrinsic. 
Because adult learners view value 
as an essential part of their learning 
experience, building their capacity to 
adopt your conduct training requires 
much less blind guesswork. Now, what 
does it actually mean to “act” and 
“reflect” and how is that part of valuable 
conduct training? 

Too often we get stuck thinking 
about what we want to teach 
(codes of conduct, ethics 

training, compliance training, etc.), but 
forget about the learner. Training cannot 
be about what we want to impart so 
much as it needs to be about what the 
learner is ready to learn. When it comes 
to conduct training, we need to move 
away from asking what we want to 
teach and move towards asking what 
can be learned.



6

VALUE OF CONDUCT TRAINING

SUCCESSFUL STRATEGIES: CASE-BASED LEARNING, 
FORECASTING, AND SENSEMAKING

How can we know when someone understands a conflict of interest?

Moving into a more learner-centric 
headspace necessitates a different 
approach to content. With a view to 
teaching nonlinear subjects, it behooves 
us to explore different modes of learning 
that tap into not only how we see the 
world, but also how we behave in it, how 
we rationalize standing by as others 
act (or fail to act, or act poorly), or how 
we reconcile our needs vs. those of our 
coworkers or our employers. 

Many of us work in spaces that 
encourage competition, advancement, 
promotion, and influence, which can 
often appeal to and encourage our 
basest self-seeking sensibilities. At 
some point, we may have actually been 
trained into that competitive landscape 

and now face a certain need to “untrain” 
or “unlearn” conduct and characteristics 
that run counter to common code of 
conduct precepts. Fortuitously, there are 
methods that have proven successful 
in imparting the kinds of nebulous, less 
definable learning objectives we expect 
when we approach compliance training. 
How can we know when someone 
understands a conflict of interest? Does 
answering the multiple-choice question 
correctly indicate that an individual will 
act appropriately in a post-check-the-
box training “real-world” context? 

Using case studies to facilitate learning 
has long been celebrated as one of the 
best ways to encourage critical and 
experiential thinking skills. Case-based 

learning in ethical training contexts is 
advantageous because case studies 
can be tailored endlessly, giving rote 
content the potential to get up and 
walk around, while giving the learner 
an opportunity to experiment, to 
explore, to evaluate.3 Whether entirely 
fictitious, true, or loosely based on real 
events, case studies get the learner to 
“act as though” or “think as though” 
in a significant but low-stakes setting. 
Building in knowledge acquisition and 
deductive and inductive reasoning, the 
learner is better able to understand 
what kind of thinking and evaluating 
they are being asked to do as employees 
or active bystanders.4 Besides, who 
doesn’t love a good story?
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EASILY BE INTEGRATED INTO CASE EXAMPLES, AND 
OFFERS MANY LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES

WHAT IS FORECASTING?
Forecasting is a cognitive problem-
solving process that helps learners 
evaluate and implement ideas by 
“envisioning [sic] multiple different 
outcomes or alternative actions.”5   It is 
“a type of complex prediction that can 
easily be integrated into case examples,” 
and offers many learning opportunities 
as “a complex form of prediction where 
neither predictors nor outcomes are 
fixed.”6 

The benefits of forecasting include:

• Developing stronger plans due to 
the consideration of a wider range of 
situations

• Identifying more contingencies, 
restrictions, and resources operating 
in the situation

• Revising plans to account for 
problems identified

• Developing backup plans to address 
potential problems or exploit 
emergent opportunities (Harkrider, 
2012, 261) 

How can we use forecasting in case-
based learning? By integrating multiple 
outcomes into cases using interactive 
video, learners are able to explore the 
story and scrutinize their immediate 
responses to the story. They are given 
significant opportunities to evaluate 
the outcomes of the choices they are 
making, revisit those choices, and 
investigate other options. Receiving 
feedback at every turn, choose-your-own 
adventure style scenarios transform 
case-based learning to context-relevant 
interpretive processes that have the 
capacity to move the learner from 
content learning to content adoption.
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SENSEMAKING

Sensemaking exists in the space between “discovery and invention” 

Certainly case-based learning can be 
involving and (hopefully) entertaining. 
However, it is also an especially valid 
approach when it comes to building the 
multiple intelligences that are required 
to embody ethics-based or conduct-
specific content. Why is this? Case 
studies do more than just convey the 
content of your code of conduct, they 
correspondingly simulate context-
specific experiences that give your 
learner an opportunity to try ideas on, 
practice a variety of responses, and 
connect these responses to positive, 
negative, or neutral outcomes.

Sensemaking is a broad and worthwhile 
concept that describes the way we 
humans figure out where we are, what 

we are doing, how we are doing it, why 
we are doing it, and the purpose and 
meaning of all of the above. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It describes the meaning-making 
process we all engage in regularly 
(you’re doing it right now). This 
process is made up of correlations 
we make between the familiar and 
the as yet unfamiliar. It is the process 
through which we reconcile the newly-
encountered into something tangible 
that can be used to create novel and 
more cogent meanings.7

“Sensemaking is more than a 
term of art: it’s an elegant, subtle, 
and richly descriptive body of 
thinking about human perception, 
cognition, and action, as well as 
social interaction, institutional 
reproduction and change, and 
human agency.” L. McNamara.
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Sensemaking exists in the space 
between “discovery and invention,” 
where discovery identifies new 
information and invention fuels the 
network of connective tissue that 
can transform content into unique 
associations that did not exist prior 
to discovery.8 This is the opposite of 
rote learning, and it can be deeply 
transformative.

By encouraging engagement in 
sensemaking through case studies 
we expect the learner to transform 
distant and conceptual code of conduct 
principles into tangible lessons that are 
meaningful beyond the module. 

By cultivating experience via the case, 
the learner is better able to retain 
the learning, recognize the problem, 
and apply thoughtful solutions and 
responses when comparable situations 
arise.
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WORK IN PROGRESS?

Since 2005, the Journal of Business Ethics has published “at least 50 
articles focused on codes of conduct 

Since 2005, the Journal of Business 
Ethics has published “at least 50 
articles focused on codes of conduct,” 
suggesting there is still a good deal of 
consternation out there related to their 
effectiveness.9 In fact, in a study of 79 
different studies related to the efficacy 
of codes of ethics, “35%...found codes 
to be effective in promoting ethical 
decision making, 16% have identified a 

weak relationship, 33% have found no 
significant relationship, 14% have found 
mixed results and one study has shown 
codes to be counterproductive.”10
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SHOULD THESE FINDINGS CAUSE US TO FEEL 
DISCOURAGED ABOUT THE EFFECTIVENESS OF 
CONDUCT TRAINING IN GENERAL?

Absolutely not. As research in the 
study of education continues to explore 
how we learn and how we ought to 
train, we are regularly discovering 
better ways to engage the learner in 
the kind of meaning-making that is 
necessary for ethics-based learning to 
be effective. While issues related to 
creating a culture of compliance rely 
on your organization’s willingness to 
promulgate codes of conduct internally 
(and regularly), it is helpful to know that 
case-based scenarios and the narrative 
weight they carry can be of marked 

value to you and your organization. 
Recent scholarship has stated quite 
strongly that the thoughtful use of 
narrative case-building in conduct 
training unambiguously contributes to 
the processes through which we make 
decisions by arranging “events, actors, 
time, and causality into a storyline, 
which creates emergent meaning.”11  
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CONCLUSION

Good decisions depend on…a person’s ability to see and consider a 
multitude of aspects when making decisions. Seeing and taking more 
aspects of an issue into consideration helps to compensate for…blind 
spots.12

What makes conduct training valuable? 
First, recognizing that the training has to 
meet the trainee where they are ready to 
learn. The value of case-based learning 
rests in the selection of high quality and 
instructionally relevant cases.13 Realism 
increases the level of engagement and 
engagement helps build commitment to 
the content. By respecting the learner’s 
need for relevance, case-based learning 
is pertinent and immediately applicable, 
but it can also convey a narrative, a 
problem, and an exploration of solutions 
in very little time and in very little space.

Case-based studies connect directly to 
the learning expectations of the adult 
learner: there’s realism, clear utility, 
and an opportunity to “act” through 
an experience rather than passively 
consume the training content. It refines 
problem solving that could be applied 
in nearly any context within and beyond 
training and allows for content-specific 
introspection and reflection. 

Valuable conduct training begins and 
ends with a willing learner and training 
that is guided by their needs.

800-652-9546
mcollu@everfi.com
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