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The practice of compliance and ethics is evolving, along 
with technology, workplace dynamics, and adult learning 
preferences. Attention spans are shorter and the quest 
for company cultures that align with personal beliefs 
and values is deeper. HR and compliance leaders face 
one of—if not the most—challenging times in history on 
the heels of the pandemic: employee attrition, hybrid 
workforces, heightened focus on DEI, and workplace 
toxicity. For many, this is uncharted territory, but also 
an opportunity to start fresh—to be the facilitators 
and ambassadors of great company cultures. 

“This is an unbelievable opportunity to remake 
culture. It’s rare in a leader’s lifetime to have such a 
clean drop for reshaping how you run the place.” 

BILL SCHANINGER, MCKINSEY & COMPANY 

SENIOR PARTNER AND CULTURE EXPERT

Today, HR and compliance play an integral role 
in enforcing ethical business conduct, elevating 
the brand, and protecting company revenue.

The job is as much to guide the moral compass of 
the company as it is to keep conduct and behavior 
well within the established guardrails.
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With such a critical role to fulfill, compliance 
leaders grapple with questions like: 

1. What training methods are most effective 
for distributed, hybrid workforces? 

2. What technology tools are 
worth the investment? 

3. How do we teach employees not 
only to know and follow the rules 
but to behave ethically? 

Although the last endeavor can be a bit nebulous, 
it’s clear that leading companies are putting 
greater emphasis on building ethical cultures that 
differentiate their brand and attract like-minded 
people who want to be a part of something great. 

While there’s no proven path for creating a culture of 
respect and integrity—free of harassment, bullying, 
discrimination, inequity, and more—there are a few 
elements that are critical to current adult learning 
theories such as starting with why and making training 
applicable to a learner’s immediate situation.
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In this guide you’ll learn:
1. Why toxic cultures are 10X more 

powerful than compensation in 
predicting a company’s turnover rate

2. What 5 elements contribute 
most to workplace toxicity 

3. Why leaders need to be vigilant about 
digital communication channels

4. How the role of HR and compliance 
leaders is changing

5. Why Snap Inc. embedded its kindness 
value into its code of conduct

6. What training approach resonates best 
based on the latest adult learning theories

7. 7 ways to make training more effective 
and improve program efficacy

8. Why training in the moment is the 
future of effective training and 
ways to implement it right now



2021 FAIRWORDS
2022 FAIRWORDS

Ethical Cultures are Top Priority for 
Employees
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For many workers, the pandemic was a time of great 
reflection that culminated in the Great Resignation. In 2021, 
nearly 48 million workers quit their jobs—an average of 
nearly four million per month. What was a significant driver 
behind the Great Resignation? Toxic workplace culture. 

Employees want and expect more from their employers, 
and they’re prioritizing ethical, fair, and just workplaces 
over pay. In fact, an analysis of 1.4 million reviews on 
Glassdoor found that toxic workplace culture is 10 times 
more likely to contribute to an employee leaving a 
company than compensation. Further, employee attrition 
due to toxic culture was estimated to cost US employers 
$50 billion per year before the Great Resignation. On 
the flip side, companies with healthy cultures have 
three times greater total returns to shareholders. 

As Nick Gallo, Chief Servant and Co-CEO at ComplianceLine, 
commented in a webinar focused on the ROI of compliance, 

“Ethical culture, a culture of integrity, more people 
are prioritizing this in the hierarchy of what they’re 
looking for in a job…If your brand is public, the 
court of public opinion doesn’t afford due process. 
If you come across as unethical, you’re done.”

Toxicity by the Numbers

 ◊ $223B estimated cost of turnover due 
to workplace culture from 2014-2019

 ◊ 76% of American workers 
say their manager sets the 
culture of their workplace

 ◊ 36% say their manager doesn’t 
know how to lead a team 

 ◊ 4/10 say their manager fails to 
frequently engage in honest 
conversations about work topics

 ◊ 1/4 Dread going to work; Don’t feel 
safe voicing their opinions about 
work-related issues; Don’t feel 
respected and valued at work

The High Cost Of A Toxic Workplace 
Culture, SHRM, 2019

https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/talent-acquisition/pages/interactive-quits-level-by-year.aspx
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/toxic-culture-is-driving-the-great-resignation/
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/toxic-culture-is-driving-the-great-resignation/
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/why-every-leader-needs-to-worry-about-toxic-culture/
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/the-organization-blog/establish-a-performance-culture-as-your-secret-sauce
https://pmq.shrm.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/SHRM-Culture-Report_2019-1.pdf
https://pmq.shrm.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/SHRM-Culture-Report_2019-1.pdf
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The Toxic 5: What elements contribute 
most to workplace toxicity? 
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The average person will spend 90,000 
hours at work during their lifetime—
roughly one-third of their entire life. 

Such a significant amount of time should 
be spent wisely, contributing to one’s 
overall quality of life and wellbeing. Yet 
for many, toxic work environments, fueled 
by bullying, harassment, discrimination, 
and more, do just the opposite—
leading to stress, anxiety, burnout and 
ultimately stealing one’s valuable time. 

For HR and compliance leaders, 
understanding the elements that 
contribute to a toxic culture is 
the first step in avoiding one. 
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According to a study recently published by 
MIT Sloan Management Review, the top five 
toxic attributes are disrespectful, non-inclusive, 
unethical, cutthroat, and abusive behaviors. 

“While organizational culture can disappoint employees 
in many ways, these five elements have by far the 
largest negative impact on how employees rate their 
corporate culture and have contributed most to 
employee attrition throughout the Great Resignation,” 
writes MIT Sloan Management in its report. 

Employees have made it clear that a fair, equitable, 
and inclusive workplace is a top priority. The new 
mantra for leaders, according to MIT Sloan, is

“Create spaces where people feel safe, 
seen, supported, and inspired.”

Why Every Leader Needs to Worry About Toxic 
Culture, MIT Sloan Management Review, 2022

Top 5 Toxic Attributes

1. Disrespectful

2. Non-inclusive

3. Unethical

4. Cutthroat

5. Abusive

https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/why-every-leader-needs-to-worry-about-toxic-culture/
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/why-every-leader-needs-to-worry-about-toxic-culture/
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/why-every-leader-needs-to-worry-about-toxic-culture/
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/why-every-leader-needs-to-worry-about-toxic-culture/
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Toxic Blindspots and Digital 
Communications
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The pandemic and prevalence of remote work in digital 
communication channels exposed a problem: bad 
behavior in virtual channels. According to 2021’s State 
of Workplace Harassment report, 38% of 800+ full-time 
employees polled in the U.S. experienced harassment 
through email, video conferencing, chat apps, or phone. 
Likewise, 24% of U.S. employees surveyed believe 
harassment continues or worsens on remote channels. 

Training is essential to promoting ethical behavior, and 
the consequences of ineffective communications training 
can be severe. We have only to look at Google, Tesla, 
and Activision Blizzard as examples of toxic workplace 
cultures that led to substantial fines and reputational 
damage. Activision Blizzard, in particular, is a poster child 
for unethical culture. In March 2022, the Call of Duty 
and World of Warcraft gaming company was ordered to 
pay victims who endured sexual harassment, pregnancy 
discrimination, and related retaliation $18 million.  

Many of these big-name companies will bounce back from 
the reputational carnage but at a high cost. Activision 
Blizzard claims that it quadrupled the size of its ethics 
and compliance team and Google, as part of its 2020 
settlement for mishandling of sexual misconduct by 
execs, allocated $310 million to new diversity, equality, 
and inclusion measures. For many companies, compliance 
and ethics training is done in hindsight and is too little 
too late. But, by proactively investing in compliance and 
ethics training, companies can build and maintain healthy 
cultures from the start and avoid the high costs of toxicity. 

https://www.allvoices.co/blog/the-state-of-workplace-harassment-2021
https://www.allvoices.co/blog/the-state-of-workplace-harassment-2021
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/29/googles-310-million-sexual-misconduct-settlement-details.html
https://www.npr.org/2021/10/05/1043336212/tesla-racial-discrimination-lawsuit
https://www.eeoc.gov/newsroom/court-approves-eeocs-18-million-settlement-activision-blizzard
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/03/30/judge-approves-activision-blizzard-sexual-harassment-settlement.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/03/30/judge-approves-activision-blizzard-sexual-harassment-settlement.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/29/googles-310-million-sexual-misconduct-settlement-details.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/29/googles-310-million-sexual-misconduct-settlement-details.html
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Workplace toxicity has obvious negative impacts 
in the form of penalties, litigation, reputational 
damage, attrition, productivity, and more. For 
decades, companies have focused on compliance and 
ethics training as a means to avoid nefarious behavior 
and bad outcomes. But today, the role of HR and 
compliance is more complex, shifting from a focus on 
risk assessment and risk avoidance to that of revenue 
protectors and ambassadors of healthy workplace cultures.

Snap Inc., the technology company and popular social 
media platform, Snapchat, made a splash recently 
in the compliance world with its kindness code of 
conduct which upended traditional codes of conduct 
by linking the company’s kindness corporate value to 
its compliance and ethics strategy. The unconventional 
code was born out of a desire to build a strong and 
ethical company culture by helping people develop 
ethical awareness and leadership skills that enable 
them to spot issues and make the right decisions.

Nicole Diaz, Global Head of Integrity & Compliance Legal 
at Snap Inc., who was instrumental in developing Snap’s 
code of conduct, explains, “We knew we wanted to update 
it [Snap’s code of conduct] to reflect what I think is our 
biggest asset, which is the culture of the company.”

“Our ethics, our reputation, our investment 
in our stakeholders is actually our road to 
profit. It is very consistently aligned and 
embedded in our business strategy.” 

NICOLE DIAZ, SNAP INC.

https://www.complianceweek.com/excellence-in-compliance-awards/commitment-to-kindness-earns-snap-honor-of-compliance-program-of-the-year/31684.article
https://www.complianceweek.com/excellence-in-compliance-awards/commitment-to-kindness-earns-snap-honor-of-compliance-program-of-the-year/31684.article
https://www.complianceweek.com/excellence-in-compliance-awards/commitment-to-kindness-earns-snap-honor-of-compliance-program-of-the-year/31684.article
https://www.complianceweek.com/excellence-in-compliance-awards/commitment-to-kindness-earns-snap-honor-of-compliance-program-of-the-year/31684.article
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“I always think about corporate ethics as a two-way 
street,” Diaz explained in an episode of the Great 
Women in Compliance podcast.  “There is the traditional 
area of compliance which is ensuring that team members 
through their individual actions are protecting the 
company—operating on the right side of the road. But 
you also see the second side of the street which is the 
organizational ethics.” She continues, “It’s not enough 
anymore as a company for leaders to say we don’t 
violate the law and for that to be the business integrity 
messaging. They really have to come out in front 
and address the social responsibility of the company 
and find ways to empower their team members.”

Hemma Lomax, Senior Corporate Counsel, 
Integrity and Compliance at Snap, Inc, adds, 

“You can’t think about opportunities for 
growth without risks—what might get in my 
way. [But] penalties is just one thing further 
down the line. As you know, for better or for 
worse, people pay penalties and move on. That 
doesn’t actually change unethical behavior…
we can add value in a much more critical way.” 

https://compliancepodcastnetwork.net/nicole-diaz-kindness-and-compliance/
https://compliancepodcastnetwork.net/nicole-diaz-kindness-and-compliance/
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Snap is an example of a modern compliance program 
that is focused on ethical decision-making, responsible 
business conduct, and brand reputation—all of 
which are critical to protecting company revenue. 

But, how do you teach employees 
to behave ethically? 

That is the million-dollar question. 

As with any effort to impact positive behavior 
change, it starts with teaching and learning. And, 
there are some definitive ways that adults retain 
information and learn best—starting with why.
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Adult Learning Theory: How adults 
learn best
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It’s clear that adult attention spans are not what they were 
10 or 20 years ago. While they’re likely better than the 
proverbial eight-second goldfish, data suggests that the 
typical learner’s attention span dwindles after about 15 to 
20 minutes. Likewise, people are overloaded with content, 
stress, and distractions like text and instant messaging. 
The pendulum has swung toward relevant content that is 
applicable to a learner’s role and immediate situation. 

Why and relevance are critical to keeping employees 
engaged in training, according to Kristy Grant-Hart, a 
compliance and ethics consultant and CEO of Spark 
Compliance. “If you don’t start with why you have about 
30 seconds to get somebody’s attention,” says Grant-
Hart. As an international compliance consultant, she 
partnered with Dr. Ben Hayes, an educational psychologist 
with over 20 years of experience, to make compliance 
and ethics training resonate with adult learners. 

“For adult learners to engage with encountered 
material, they must feel that the material is applicable 
and relevant to their immediate situation.”

AVRAHAM Z. COOPER, MD AND JEREMY B. RICHARDS, MD, 

MA, ALLIANCE FOR ACADEMIC INTERNAL MEDICINE

https://www.govloop.com/community/blog/overcoming-decreased-attention-spans-with-microlearning-videos/
https://www.govloop.com/community/blog/overcoming-decreased-attention-spans-with-microlearning-videos/
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“Adults are always all about why. They are not 
interested in being talked down to or being 
told what to do. They’re actually much more 
interested in why do I care about this? What’s 
in it for me? Immediate application is incredibly 
important to adults. If you don’t tell them why 
they’re there right up front, you’re done.” 

KRISTY GRANT-HART, A COMPLIANCE AND ETHICS 

CONSULTANT AND CEO OF SPARK COMPLIANCE

Grant-Hart suggests always starting with why and 
making training relevant to an employee’s specific 
role. “It’s really important that people know you chose 
them on purpose because there’s this temptation in 
compliance training, especially with e-learning, to just 
invite everybody. They may be forced to do training but 
they’ll stop coming emotionally or mentally—so you 
have to make it something that is applicable to them.” 

“So much compliance starts with let’s talk about FCPA. Let’s 
talk about the definition of bribery. That’s absolutely against 
adult learning. It should be you’re here because the gifts 
and hospitality policy applies to you and if you get it wrong 
you could be punished or fired. So I’m going to tell you how 
not to have those things happen…and then you go into the 
ethics of why gifts and hospitality can cause problems.”  

Furthermore, adults do not shy away from complexity 
according to Grant-Hart. “One of the things that we 
have found is that adults really hate simple. They like 
to be taught with complexity and I think that a lot of 
times compliance fights that because they want correct 
answers.” It’s important to guide people in their ethical 
way of thinking so that when they are confronted with 
real-life complex or difficult situations, they have an 

ethical toolbox to guide their words and actions. 



2021 FAIRWORDS
2022 FAIRWORDS

Future-Forward Training: 7 key 
elements
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While the goal of training is to 
influence or change behavior, 
only one in 10 employees who 
have participated in ethics and 
compliance training strongly agree 
that they learned something that 
has changed how they do their 
work according to Gallup data. 

As training tactics progress, 
they are going beyond real-life 
scenarios to in-the-moment training. 
Immediacy is taking center stage 
and can be accomplished by 
blending adult learning theories 
with technology advancements. 

“Fairwords provides pop-up training as people type, providing 
in-the-moment learning in the context of real work.”

https://www.gallup.com/workplace/357113/hard-truths-ethics-compliance-training.aspx
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Here are 7 ways to 
improve training and 
program effectiveness: 

1. Start with why

2. Think in the moment and in context

3. Identify blind spots

4. Measure culture and program efficacy

5. Don’t go it alone

6. Think hindsight, foresight, insight

7. Map the culture you want to build

1. Start with why: 
Employees value transparency and there’s nothing more 

transparent than telling someone from the start why a 

particular training is relevant to them and worthy of their 

time. Starting with why gains buy-in from the get-go and 

helps focus attention for more memorable learning. It’s also 

the most efficient way to train because it forces curriculum 

and communications to be concise, relevant, and brief. 
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2. Think in the moment and in context: 
Concepts often fall short because training is irrelevant 

to real-life work and ultimately not memorable. A more 

effective way to learn is on a real-time and ongoing 

basis. Communications protection software, such as 

Fairwords, helps employees stay compliant while 

they type. Additionally, the software explains why the 

language they’re using could be out of compliance. 

Similar to a car’s lane departure warning system, which 

alerts a driver when they’re out of their lane, these 

“teachable moments” are consistently reinforced. 

3. Identify blindspots: 
Toxic behavior often goes unreported, creating blindspots 

within organizations and a false belief that everything is 

okay. Software like Fairwords can help identify harmful 

communications such as sexual harassment, discrimination, 

and bullying. This data-informed approach enables leaders 

to take proactive action to provide specific training for 

policies that are most often violated and stop harmful 

communications before toxic culture takes root.

4. Measure culture and program efficacy: 
While employee pulse surveys can provide valuable 

culture indicators, they are one moment in time. A more 

effective approach to measuring culture is a data-informed 

approach. Data and analytics solutions like Fairwords 

can help compliance leaders proactively keep a pulse 

on the health of their employee communications and 

culture by notifying leaders when harmful words are 

being used and providing anonymous analytics around 

what words, how often, and which digital channels.

5. Don’t go it alone: 
It’s natural to gravitate toward working within silos, 

but often counterproductive. HR and Compliance, in 

particular, often have overlapping functions but may not 

be effectively working together to counteract turnover, 

elevate company culture, and collaborate on training 

initiatives. With so much in play—from record attrition rates 

to hybrid workforces and heightened DEI focus—now is the 

time for HR and compliance to identify areas where they 

can partner to move the needle on common goals while 

proving the efficacy of their programs to the business. 

https://fairwords.com/
https://fairwords.com/
https://fairwords.com/
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6. Think hindsight, foresight, insight: 
Using hindsight, foresight, and insight to build your 

programs helps you see what has worked, what could 

work, and it leverages data to provide insight into what is 

working. Consider an audit of your existing compliance 

and ethics policies and methodologies. Are they forward-

thinking or reactive? Are they relevant to hybrid work or 

centered around in-office behaviors? As Steve Scott, Global 

Head of Workforce Management and Analytics at Standard 

Chartered Bank, shared in a myHRfuture podcast, “I talk 

about the hindsight, insight, foresight model that we are 

trying to build. I don’t think we are unique at Standard 

Chartered that a lot of our time is occupied thinking about 

the future of work and the re-imagination of work.” 

7. Map the culture you want to build: 
Create a road map for the culture that you want to 

manifest. For example, could you link your code of 

conduct to your company values as Snap, Inc. did with 

their kindness code of conduct? Where are your blind 

spots and what technology could help you stay vigilant 

and proactive? Risk is emergent—and getting ahead 

of all the possible ethical and compliance risks is a 

daunting task. A better route is to empower employees 

to be ethical leaders and thinkers. That way, when 

unforeseen risks or harmful behaviors arise, they have a 

strong foundation in place to apply ethical thinking.

https://www.myhrfuture.com/digital-hr-leaders-podcast/developing-a-data-driven-culture-at-standard-chartered-bank
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Right moment, right context, right person. That is 
the future of training. It’s an open road for HR and 
compliance leaders—a chance to push the reset button 
and re-imagine how training gets done. Policies and 
procedures do not attract talent or make great company 
cultures. They make compliant organizations. While 
that is one critical piece, it’s clear the pendulum has 
swung toward the ethics in “compliance and ethics.” 

Employees have made it clear that great cultures take 
precedence even over paychecks. This is a loud and 
clear mandate that leaders should prioritize ethics, 
and start focusing on training that helps employees 
not only follow the rules but empowers them to be 
more ethically-minded human beings. This is not a 
passive endeavor. Great cultures don’t just happen. 
They are born out of intention. Companies who have 
done the work will reap rewards in the form of growth, 
profitability, retention, brand reputation, and more. 
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About Fairwords
Many compliance and ethics training programs employ 
real-world examples, but what if instead of examples, 
training actually happened in the moment? Imagine 
how relevant, meaningful, and impactful that could be 
to both employee learning and program efficacy.  

Fairwords is an AI-powered communications training 
software that proactively trains as employees type. Move 
beyond annual training that people tune out and into in-
the-moment training that’s relevant and timely. Faiwords 
was designed to help great companies committed to 
strong and resilient cultures to foster inclusive, compliant, 
and fair business communications. Multinational and 
niche brands that adopt Fairwords can rest assured their 
teams are armed with the proactive guidance, tools, 
and training they need to master communications and 
prevent cultural and compliance crises and lawsuits. 



Get in touch at  
Fairwords.com/contact-us

https://fairwords.com/contact-us/

