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It is time to plan for the compliance and ethics 
training. Maybe it is privacy, or antitrust, or 
anti-corruption. Your job now is to determine 

who gets the training. Let’s say you have read 
my editorial on top executives, so you know you 
need to train them. You need to train the board 

on the risks they may create. And in 
each risk area, you know who is a poten-
tial wrongdoer. You are developing your 
list and planning how to proceed, but 
have you missed one angle?

We can gain important insights 
from looking around the world at 
other standards for compliance pro-
grams. Here is a relevant one from the 

Canadian Competition Bureau. The Bureau,  
in its guidance on compliance programs, calls  
for training “for staff at all levels who are  
in a position to potentially engage in, or be  
exposed to, conduct in breach.” The wisdom here 
is the reference to those who may “be exposed 
to” violations.

Sometimes the point is made that many busi-
ness crimes are deliberate – the violators knew 
they were breaking the law. So, the logic goes, 
training is useless because they already know the 
rules. But this thinking overlooks the role of the 
helpers and witnesses, or as the Canadians put it, 
those who are exposed to the misconduct. 

Why train them? Often in white collar crime 
there is arrogance among the managers and 
executives who are breaking the law. Apparently 
they look down on their assistants and 
colleagues, and assume they will not notice or be 

alert to the misconduct – or just not smart enough 
to figure things out. But these employees are not 
simply machines placed there for the managers’ 
convenience. Often they may not know all the 
details, but they know there is something funny 
going on. They may think, though, that it does 
not matter, or that there is nothing they need to 
do. They may not have a label for the misconduct.

This is where the training comes in. In the 
training, their suspicions are confirmed. That 
secret meeting or that unexplainable expense 
suddenly becomes clearer. They now have a 
name for it – price fixing, bribery, conflict of inter-
est. And they have heard an expert tell them it is 
wrong and that the company cares about this. In 
the training they have even heard examples of 
other senior people who have been disciplined 
for this conduct. They have learned specifically 
of the harm caused by this type of violation – to 
society, to the community, even to their friends 
and family. They have learned that this can harm 
the company. They have been told that their duty 
is to raise concerns.

Like many trainers, I have had this experi-
ence. After a training session, an employee comes 
forward and alerts the compliance officer to a 
problem or concern. No, the person committing 
the violation may not have been converted by 
the training. But the witnesses and helpers do 
hear the message, and this can be the way the 
company prevents or detects the violation. ✵
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Who do you train? The 
importance of witnesses 
and helpers
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