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by Joe Murphy, CCEP, CCEP-I

Culture and behavioral tools: 
Useful, but with serious limits

THE LAST WORD

Culture is important in compliance 
and ethics. In our companies, we 
want cultures that support ethical 

conduct and compliance with law, but 
addressing culture is not enough.

I read a commentary recently making 
the odd assertion that more controls 
can lead to more violations; the 
thesis was that we should instead 
use behavioral approaches. There 
was a bit of sense in this, but built 
on the wrong premise. Anything 
done wrong can lead to bad 
results. Ham-handed controls can 
backfire. But so can poorly-designed 

behavioral approaches. No matter what 
approach you take, you need to learn from 
experience, watch what you are doing, and 
listen carefully to your people.

I am a fan of behavioral tools and 
believe we should use them. But, even if 
your culture is wonderful and 86% of your 
people love the company, trust their leaders, 
and are happy to come to work every day, 
this does not mean you are safe. If 86% are 
ethical and happy, this can still mean that 
14% are not. If this were an election, you 
would win handily, but corporate crime 
is not committed by majority vote. One 
department, one work unit, or even one 
individual can commit offenses serious 
enough to ruin a company’s reputation.

The difficulty here is multiples. If 
you have thousands or tens of thousands 
of employees, simple math tells you 
your company will have sociopaths and 

psychopaths—genuine bad actors. If 1% of 
the population is made up of psychopaths 
and 4% are sociopaths and you have 100,000 
employees, this means you have 5,000 
high-risk people. Even if you have incredibly 
effective screening that reduces this by 90% 
(probably a fantasy), you would still have 
hundreds who will do wrong whenever they 
can get away with it. (This says nothing of the 
larger mass of people who might go off track 
under the wrong circumstances.)

Typically a company will be held 
responsible for what any of those people do 
when conducting business for the company, 
and given how many legal restrictions apply 
to companies, the opportunities are manifold.

A good culture uses peer pressure to 
keep bad actors in check and make it more 
likely that violations will be detected. But this 
is not foolproof. Thus, there remains the need 
for other types of controls. When it comes 
to cash, for example, you don’t leave cash 
registers open, even if you have photographs 
of eyes looking at the money (i.e., a behavioral 
tool). Even if you deter 95% of the people 
from stealing, it only takes one to empty the 
register. So you need to lock the register (an 
internal control).

Compliance and ethics is hard work. 
Behavioral approaches do offer useful tools, 
but you cannot avoid the unpleasant task of 
preventing misconduct through the tougher 
tools of internal controls. ✵
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