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CHAPTER 3

THERE IS NO QUICK FIX: COMPLIANCE 
OFFICERS’ VIEWS ON ORGANIZATIONAL 

BEHAVIORAL CHANGE

This chapter is under review for publication as:
Kuiper, M. E. (under review). There is no quick fix: Compliance officers’ views on 
organizational behavioral change.
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Abstract

Major scandals show the damage that organizational misconduct can do to society. 
Compliance officers play a crucial role in mitigating organizational misconduct. There 
is extensive empirical research on how such misconduct can effectively be prevented. 
However, little is known about how compliance officers’ experiential knowledge aligns 
with these scientific findings. Understanding this is important as it provides more insight 
into the way that science can impact compliance practice. Based on semi-structured 
interviews with compliance officers, this paper analyzes their experiential knowledge 
and its alignment with empirical research on a conceptual level and, moreover, on a 
substantive level by zooming in on two concepts: first, role modeling and leadership, 
and second, sanctions. It shows that none of the compliance officers believed in a 
quick fix for compliance: all identified a combination of concepts at play in mitigating 
misconduct. The alignment on a conceptual level was broad as there was much overlap 
between the concepts distinguished by compliance officers and concepts studied in 
empirical research. The alignment on a substantive level was more superficial, however. 
Compliance officers only minimally elaborated on how they thought the concepts they 
identified may affect behavior. This has received more attention in empirical research. 
These insights can work as entry points for scientific research to help practice become 
more effective in preventing organizational misconduct.
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Introduction

Major scandals such as the Siemens AG bribery and corruption scheme (Berghoff, 
2018) or the Volkswagen emission scandal (Jung & Sharon, 2019) show the damage 
that organizational misconduct can do to society. Nowadays, most companies have 
so-called compliance programs to prevent organizational misconduct (Soltes, 2021). 
Compliance management is a relatively new field that has rapidly developed over the 
last few decades. Over the last 30 years, the focus has changed from compliance as 
merely liability management toward effectively changing behavior and preventing 
organizational misconduct (Chen & Soltes, 2018; Soltes, 2021). With this change, the 
key question has become how compliance management can be effective in helping to 
mitigate and prevent organizational misconduct.

Scholars from different disciplines, such as white collar criminology, business ethics, 
organizational psychology, and corporate law, have sought to understand to what extent 
compliance management can be effective in preventing organizational misconduct 
(e.g., Andreoli & Lefkowitz, 2009; Kish-Gephart et al., 2010). For example, scholars 
have assessed to what extent compliance management systems (CMSs) are effective in 
preventing and reducing organizational misconduct (Coglianese & Nash, 2021; Parker & 
Nielsen, 2009b; Van Rooij & Fine, 2019). Scholars have also focused on the effectiveness of 
specific elements of such CMSs, such as codes of conduct (Babri et al., 2021; Kaptein, 2021; 
Stevens, 2008) and ethics and compliance training (Hess, 2021). To study the effectiveness 
of compliance management, we can also draw on broader research about why people 
break or comply with rules generally. This body of work shows that compliance originates 
from a combination of general factors (Kuiper, Chambon, et al., 2023; Weaver, 2014), 
including incentives (Shover & Hochstetler, 2005; Simpson & Rorie, 2011; Simpson et al., 
2014), social norms and social context (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Vaughan, 1997), and 
opportunities for misconduct (Benson et al., 2009; Van Rooij & Fine, 2021).

If compliance management practice is organized in accordance with insights from such 
empirical science, it could be more effective in mitigating and preventing misconduct 
and avoid the harmful behavior that leads to major scandals. For this to happen, the 
science must somehow come to guide compliance management practices.

Compliance officers play a crucial role here. They are tasked with mitigating misconduct 
within organizations and setting up and operating compliance management systems 
(Treviño et al., 2014). Most compliance officers received legal training, however, and are 
only rarely trained in the relevant social science about organizational compliance (Soltes, 
2021; Weber & Fortun, 2005). Yet they do develop experiential knowledge through their 
everyday experience in performing their tasks (Borkman, 1976), and thereby formulate 
their own intuitive ideas about effective ways to mitigate or prevent misconduct. An 
important risk, however, is that by relying on their experiential knowledge, these 
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compliance officers may utilize practices that science has proven to be ineffective. This 
would constitute an important threat to compliance management and its effectiveness 
at mitigating and preventing organizational misconduct.

So far, we do not know much about the experiential knowledge of compliance officers 
regarding how they can mitigate misconduct in their organization. Furthermore, we do 
not know whether their experiential knowledge aligns with relevant existing scientific 
knowledge. Recent insights suggest that it is possible for such experiential knowledge 
to be closely aligned with science. Specifically, in the criminal justice domain, Kuiper, 
Van Rooij, et al. (2023b) found that the experiential knowledge of prosecutors about 
how to reduce offending had important parallels with scientific knowledge about 
rule breaking. However, we do not yet know whether the experiential knowledge of 
compliance officers about preventing misconduct is similarly aligned.

The purpose of the present study is to assess to what extent there is an alignment 
between the experiential knowledge of compliance officers with scientific knowledge 
on corporate compliance.8 Answering this question will help us gain an understanding of 
how empirical science may come to guide compliance management practice in order to 
more effectively mitigate organizational misconduct. It may help us understand whether 
existing experiential knowledge amongst compliance officers provides fertile soil for 
insights from business ethics and general compliance studies to take root in. More 
broadly, this study contributes to our understanding of the role that social science may 
come to play within the legal system by adding insight on corporate settings to the 
existing work on criminal justice.

In the next section, a short overview of the relevant literature will be provided. Next, 
the method used to answer the research questions (i.e., semi-structured interviews) 
will be explained, followed by the analysis of the interviews. Last, the results will be 
discussed in view of a broader understanding of the literature.

Organizational Compliance and Behavioral Mechanisms
Most research on organizational compliance focuses on whether compliance programs 
and specific elements of such programs are effective in preventing or reducing 
organizational misconduct. Several studies have looked at compliance programs, 
also known as compliance management systems (CMSs), as a whole. CMSs consist 
of multiple elements, often the establishment of professional staff combined with a 
set of formal internal procedures and management to promote compliance, such as 
(but not limited to) trainings in policies and procedures, a whistle-blower protection 

8	 In several nonprofit or governmental organizations, compliance (management) is referred to as integrity 
(management). In this paper, the term compliance refers to both compliance and integrity.
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program, and procedures for corrective action of noncompliance (Coglianese & Nash, 
2021). Despite the popularity of such programs, findings on their effectiveness have 
been mixed. On the one hand, McKendall et al. (2002) found no evidence in their study 
of 108 large corporations that compliance programs would lessen legal violations. On 
the other hand, Coglianese and Nash (2021) concluded in their review that CMSs can 
be linked to fewer compliance violations and to improvements in risk management, 
but that the effects are limited. In their study of 999 Australian firms, Parker and 
Nielsen (2009b) found that most of the CMS elements were ineffective in improving 
organizational compliance. They concluded that good values and good management 
are just as important as compliance systems for improving compliance.

Other empirical research has focused on specific elements of compliance programs, 
such as corporate codes of conduct. Such a code is:

[A] distinct and formal document containing a set of prescriptions developed 
by and for a company to guide present and future behavior on multiple issues 
of its managers and employees toward one another, the company, external 
stakeholders and/or society in general. (Kaptein & Schwartz, 2008, p. 113)

Concretely, this means that the company formulates a set of guidelines to which its 
employees must adhere, with the aim of ensuring that they comply with relevant 
rules and regulations. Similar to studies about CMS, studies on the effect of codes 
of conduct present a mixed picture. One review found that codes can be effective in 
shaping compliance, but that the success of the code is dependent on the culture and 
on effective communication (Stevens, 2008). Other reviews and one meta-analysis were 
less conclusive as they found mixed results (Babri et al., 2021; Kaptein, 2021; Kaptein 
& Schwartz, 2008).

Another topic on which empirical research has focused is whether ethics and compliance 
training, for example used to increase adherence to the code of conduct, enhances 
compliance in organizations (Hess, 2021). From a social psychology perspective, the 
idea is that training will model appropriate behavior and thereby will promote that 
modeled behavior (Warren et al., 2014). Thus, the goal of the training is often to teach 
the employee the standards expected in the organization. It is complex to determine 
whether trainings are effective because different outcomes may be used to evaluate 
this: how participants react to the program, what they learn, how the program changes 
their behavior, or how it changes the organization (Steele et al., 2016). In general, 
research suggests that face-to-face training is more effective than online programs 
(Medeiros et al., 2017). Furthermore, it seems that the training is more effective when 
participants can actively engage and receive case-based instructions rather than just 
following lectures (Harkrider et al., 2012; Medeiros et al., 2017; Mulhearn et al., 2017; 
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Waples et al., 2009; Watts et al., 2017). Nonetheless, a recent study showed that the 
effects of training fade after two years (Warren et al., 2014).

Apart from the research that is specifically focused on corporate compliance practices, 
there is also a broader body of empirical research on why people generally obey or break 
rules. This work provides valuable insights into organizational compliance, as it shows 
us what mechanisms underlie existing corporate compliance interventions. Different 
social scientific disciplines have developed theories and theoretical families that explain 
the behavioral mechanisms through which law potentially affects behavior (Kuiper, 
Chambon, et al., 2023; Van Rooij, 2020). For example, work on social norms shows 
how human behavior is deeply embedded in a social context: the more the individual’s 
social context complies with the rules, the more likely it is that the individual will also 
comply (Cialdini et al., 2006; Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Goldstein et al., 2008; Schultz et 
al., 2007). Work on punishment provides insights into the positive and negative effects 
that punishment can have on future offending behavior (e.g., Kirk & Wakefield, 2018; 
Loeffler & Nagin, 2022; Van Rooij & Kuiper, forthcoming; Walters & Bolger, 2019). And 
work on legal knowledge concludes that people’s knowledge of rules is often lacking 
or inaccurate, reducing their compliance (Van Rooij, 2021).

 In order for compliance systems to function properly, it is important to have an 
understanding of the mechanisms that are at play and the interventions through 
which human behavior can be influenced. More specifically, it is important that the 
practitioners who work within these systems, the compliance officers, are aware of the 
different mechanisms that play a role and understand how these mechanisms work. 
However, in the existing literature, little is known about their understanding of the 
working of compliance systems and their underlying mechanisms.

Compliance Officers and Experiential Knowledge
To understand what compliance officers think about these questions, it is first important 
to consider what their role constitutes. Compliance officers are responsible for ensuring 
that individuals in an organization, both leaders and employees, abide by the rules in 
force for their organization (Lenglet, 2012; Treviño et al., 2014). It is their task to ensure 
that both legal and organizational rules are followed and that the employees and leaders 
act with integrity (Snell, 2015). In practice, the title and exact responsibilities vary within 
organizations (Treviño et al., 2014; Weber & Fortun, 2005).

Compliance practice is slowly evolving from a purely legal focus on reducing corporate 
liability for rule breaking toward a greater focus on steering human behavior to meet 
the demands of policies, regulations, and society to successfully prevent organizational 
misconduct (Soltes, 2021). However, most compliance officers are still attorneys by 
training (Soltes, 2021; Weber & Fortun, 2005). This means that they are not trained 
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in the social sciences that provide the necessary understanding, explanation, and 
prediction of organizational compliance. Instead, most compliance officers rely on their 
legal training, complemented by their own experiences, to prevent misconduct within 
their organization. These experiences form the basis of their so-called “experiential 
knowledge” (Borkman, 1976, p. 446).

Experiential knowledge can be defined as “ […] truth learned from personal experience 
with a phenomenon rather than truth acquired by discursive reasoning, observation, 
or reflection on information provided by others” (Borkman, 1976, p. 446). There 
are two important elements of experiential knowledge. The first focuses on the 
type of information: it entails information gained from personal participation in a 
phenomenon and based on the individual’s actual experience. This experience is more 
or less representative of the experience of others with the same problem. The second 
important element is that the experiences indeed become knowledge. As Borkman 
(1976) stated, it “denotes a high degree of conviction that the insights learned from 
direct participation in a situation are truth, because the individual has faith in the validity 
and authority of the knowledge obtained by being part of a phenomenon” (p. 447).

So far, we lack a proper understanding of the experiential knowledge of compliance 
officers about the effectiveness of compliance management practices and the underlying 
mechanisms that shape this. Empirical research studying compliance officers is rather 
sparse and focuses primarily on the state of practice (Joseph, 2002; Krambia‐Kapardis et 
al., 2019; Treviño et al., 2014; Weber & Fortun, 2005). These studies show that compliance 
officers face legitimacy obstacles and challenges inside their organization, which 
complicates their work and the ability to reach their goals. This body of work does not 
tell us how compliance officers view how they can be effective in preventing misconduct. 
As such, we do not know whether compliance officers’ own thinking about how they can 
be effective in their job actually aligns with key scientific insights about this question.

Previous research on the alignment between legal practitioners’ experiential 
knowledge and scientific knowledge on how law prevents misconduct has focused 
on prosecutors and their knowledge of the effects of punishment on crime (Kuiper, 
Van Rooij, et al., 2023b). This research showed that, on a collective level (i.e., across 
all interviewed prosecutors), there is considerable alignment between prosecutors’ 
experiential knowledge and scientific knowledge: both distinguish a broad range of 
mechanisms through which punishment can both positively and negatively affect 
future crime. An analysis of the individual level of knowledge amongst prosecutors 
revealed a more complex picture. On the one hand, prosecutors’ individual knowledge 
was more fragmented and differed greatly between individuals. As such, the relatively 
comprehensive knowledge observed at the collective level was not shared among 
individuals. Furthermore, the findings showed how for some mechanisms, the ideas 
of prosecutors differed from what is shown by scientific evidence. For example, where 
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research is inconclusive that more severe punishment will deter future crime (Nagin, 
2013a), several prosecutors assumed that it would. Overall, this research showed that a 
deeper understanding of the alignment between practitioners’ experiential knowledge 
and relevant scientific knowledge can illuminate how practice and research can learn 
from each other in order to gain a better understanding of how law can prevent 
misconduct.

The existing research on prosecutors thus shows that there are substantive parallels 
between experiential and scientific knowledge, but that these are not fully aligned. This 
shows that in this group of legal practitioners there is fertile soil for a fruitful exchange 
between science and practice. At present, we do not have similar data and insights 
about compliance officers’ experiential knowledge and its alignment with relevant 
empirical science. We thus do not know much about whether the insights in practice 
about corporate compliance are aligned with the existing science. And this means we 
do not know much about how existing empirical science can best reach and shape 
corporate compliance practice.

The Present Study
The aim of the present paper is to research the alignment between compliance officers’ 
experiential knowledge and scientific knowledge on preventing misconduct. To assess 
this, it analyses data from in-depth semi-structured interviews with 21 Dutch compliance 
officers. It will focus on three core research questions. First, it will focus on the views 
of compliance officers on preventing misconduct: how do they think they can do so? 
In other words, what is the experiential knowledge of compliance officers on changing 
human behavior? Second, to what extent is this experiential knowledge aligned with 
social scientific insights on compliance on a general level (i.e., on a conceptual level)? 
Last, to what extent is the experiential knowledge aligned with scientific knowledge on 
a specific level (i.e., on a substantive, content level)?

Methods

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Ethics Review Board of the 
Amsterdam Law School, University of Amsterdam, on March 26, 2020. All participants 
provided consent before the start of the interview and were asked consent for both 
the recording and the use of quotes. Participation was voluntary.

Interview Sample
The sample consists of 21 compliance officers located in the Netherlands. Thirteen 
participants worked in the private sector and eight worked in the public sector, at 
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18 different organizations. There was some variety in educational background: 13 
participants had studied law, five had a social scientific background, and three had a 
background other than law or social science.

The interviewees were recruited through several techniques. Some of the participants 
were contacted through the network of the research team via email.9 After these initial 
contacts and participants, we used snowballing (i.e., assessing participants through 
contact information provided by other participants, Noy, 2008). This technique is 
considered to be the most appropriate technique for reaching this group, because 
compliance officers can be difficult to approach for research in light of their role and 
responsibilities, meaning that these interviews can be seen as elite interviews (Dexter, 
1970; Harvey, 2011). To limit the risk of distortion, several separate chains were initiated 
(Atkinson & Flint, 2001).

Data Collection
Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews. Prior to the interviews, a 
question guide was created with the research team. The development of the question 
guide consisted of multiple phases (e.g., Kallio et al., 2016). During the first phase, 
a preliminary semi-structured interview guide was formulated. Next, this guide was 
tested through internal testing, meaning that pilot interviews were conducted with 
other researchers from the research team (Barriball & While, 1994; Chenail, 2011). 
Through this approach, the researcher gained information about the guide itself, such 
as whether it contained leading questions or ambiguities, and was able to experience 
the interview as an interviewee. This specific technique of pilot testing is useful when 
there is limited access to participants (Chenail, 2011), as is the case with elite interviews. 
During the last phase, the insights gained during pilot testing were incorporated and 
finalized into a clear and logical semi-structured interview guide. Because the interviews 
were structured as a guided dialogue, it allowed the interviewer to naturally guide 
the participants from talking about general ideas on changing behavior in their work 
settings toward more specific mechanisms on how to do so, and how this would work. 
The format also allowed the interviewer to adjust the questions to the flow of the 
interview and to ask follow-up questions (Brinkmann, 2014). Three of the interviewees 
did not consent to recording; in these instances, the interviewer took notes during and 
immediately after the interview.

Interviews ranged in length from 35 to 80 minutes and averaged about 53 minutes. 
Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, 20 interviews had to be conducted using video 

9	 This research was conducted as part of an ERC project about the behavioral assumptions of legal 
practitioners. It encompassed multiple qualitative research projects that were conducted in parallel. 
The researchers responsible for each of these subprojects collaborated in the development of the core 
interview materials, which were then further adjusted to each project’s unique focus.
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conferencing tools such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams, a suitable technique when 
face-to-face interviewing is not possible (Gray et al., 2020; Sah et al., 2020). One 
interview was conducted face-to-face. All online participants received an email with 
the information sheet and informed consent form prior to the interview. The face-to-
face participant received a paper version prior to the start of the interview.

Coding
After transcriptions of the interviews were made, the data were coded and analyzed 
using ATLAS.ti 22. No codes existed before analyzing the first interview. During the first 
phase of coding, the codes were based on the concepts mentioned by respondents. 
The labels of these codes emerged from the interviews, using the language of the 
participants. In the next step, the concepts were grouped together in general codes, 
globally based on concepts existing in social scientific literature. The labels of these codes 
were based on the concepts mentioned by participants. Last, the interviews were coded 
on the level of differentiations made by participants, the perceived effectiveness of the 
concepts, and other relevant codes that emerged from the interviews. After this coding 
phase, a number of codes were merged when their concepts were similar to one another.

Results

The next section will discuss the analysis of the alignment between compliance officers’ 
experiential knowledge and scientific knowledge on how to prevent organizational 
misconduct. First, it will answer research question 1: how do compliance officers think 
they can prevent misconduct in their organization? Second, it will answer to what extent 
their experiential knowledge is aligned with social scientific insights on compliance on 
a general conceptual level. The last section will focus on the third research question: 
to what extent is the experiential knowledge aligned with scientific knowledge on a 
specific substantive level?

Compliance Officers’ Perceptions on Behavioral Change
A preliminary question, before looking more closely at the experiential knowledge of 
compliance officers about how they can prevent misconduct, is whether they even see 
such prevention and behavioral change as part of their job. All 21 compliance officers 
mentioned that changing behavior was a crucial part of their job and that compliance as 
they see it is more than solely complying with rules, laws, and policies: there is a large 
“gray area” of conduct that is relevant to them. Participants underlined that preventing 
misconduct is not only about preventing illegal behavior such as fraud, but also about 
unethical behavior, harassment, and inappropriate conduct.
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In order to assess the relevant experiential knowledge of compliance officers, they 
were asked how they could change behavior within their organization. In response, 
all participants mentioned multiple concepts through which they believe they can try 
to change organizational behavior. In total, eight concepts through which compliance 
officers expect to change behavior were mentioned by more than five out of 21 
participants, as shown in Table 1.10 Additionally, Table 2 presents an overview of the 
concepts mentioned per compliance officer.

Tables 1 and 2 thus show that compliance officers have a broad view on what shapes 
corporate compliance. First, the participants collectively identify a wide range of 
mechanisms that, according to them, are at play (Table 1). They do not just think that 
compliance is driven by a small subset of mechanisms or related interventions (such as 
just fear of sanctions or leadership). Instead, most see an interplay of many different 
factors. As such, they do not believe there is just one solution, or one quick fix for more 
compliant behavior and less organizational misconduct. As one participant said: “I think 
that there is more than one way to Rome. I have multiple strategies, because I think it 
is too fragile to choose one strategy” (CO019).

Table 1
Overview of Concepts Mentioned by More Than Five Compliance Officers

Mechanism Number of participants mentioned

Organizational culture 19

Knowledge of rules 18

Sanctions 18

Role modeling and leadership 17

Discussing rules and behavior 17

Understanding rules 11

System architecture 9

Reporting and whistleblowers 8

We can look more closely at their answers by examining the variation between individual 
compliance officers. Table 2 shows that compliance officers typically mentioned a larger 
number of distinct mechanisms. There is also much overlap between the types and 
number of concepts mentioned by different compliance officers. Almost all compliance 
officers mentioned organizational culture (19 out of 21), knowledge of rules (18 out of 
21), sanctions (18 out of 21), role modeling and leadership (17 out of 21), and discussing 

10	 There were other mechanisms mentioned by compliance officers, but only sporadically. To give a clear 
representation of the sample, only mechanisms that are mentioned more than five times will be dis-
cussed in this paper.
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rules and behavior (17 out of 21). All interviewed compliance officers mentioned a 
minimum of four concepts, with most mentioning six different concepts. Thus, it seems 
that the compliance officers have similar ideas on how they can change behavior within 
the organization without substantial individual differences.

General Conceptual Alignment of Knowledge on Preventing Misconduct
This section will report to what extent the concepts mentioned by compliance officers 
align with the concepts that are distinguished in the social scientific literature on 
compliance.

Based on the above section, it seems that compliance officers recognize that multiple 
concepts are at play, as suggested in research (Kuiper, Chambon, et al., 2023; Weaver, 
2014). Thus, there seems to be an alignment in the complexity that both compliance 
officers and research recognize. In order to analyze the alignment on the conceptual 
level, Table 3 presents an overview of the concepts mentioned by the compliance 
officers, as coded inductively, and corresponding concepts in the existing social science 
literature.
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Table 3
Overview of Concepts Mentioned by Compliance Officers and Corresponding Concepts Mentioned 
in Literature

Compliance officers Literature

Organizational culture Organizational culture

Knowledge of rules Legal knowledge

Sanctions Punishment

Role modeling and leadership Ethical Leadership

Discussing rules and behavior

Understanding rules Legal knowledge / legal uncertainty

System architecture Nudging and choice architecture

Reporting and whistleblowers Reporting and whistleblowers

Many of the salient concepts mentioned by compliance officers are also concepts 
studied in social scientific literature, although the language used may not be exactly 
the same. Most of the compliance officers discussed how important organizational 
culture is and mentioned various forms, both positive and negative, of organizational 
culture. Many different descriptions were given of organizational culture, varying from 
group behavior to norms and values or even “subordinate levels.” Overall, participants 
described how a good culture would lead to more compliance, and a bad culture 
could lead to more misconduct. In the literature, there is extensive attention given to 
organizational culture and its influence on behavior too (Kaptein, 2008, 2011; Schwartz, 
2013; Treviño et al., 1998; Van Rooij & Fine, 2018).

Eighteen participants described how they thought it is important that employees know 
the rules that they have to comply with in order to be able to do so. The concept of 
knowledge of legal rules overlaps with the concept of legal knowledge that has been 
shown to matter for corporate compliance (Van Rooij, 2021).

Eighteen participants described how they thought that sanctions could prevent 
future misconduct. The idea of sanctions overlaps with research on punishment in 
organizations (e.g., Hersel et al., 2019). It also overlaps with research on punishment in a 
broader context outside of organizations, mostly focusing on criminal legal punishment 
(Van Rooij & Kuiper, forthcoming).

Similarly, eleven compliance officers explained how it is important that employees 
understand rules in order to be able to comply with them. Although this is not a direct 
concept within the literature, it overlaps with the ideas of how legal knowledge and 
uncertainty about the law shape compliance (e.g., Feldman & Teichman, 2009).
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Compliance officers also mentioned that discussing rules and behavior is important 
for compliance. Participants described how such discussion could clear up gray areas 
and dilemmas. Furthermore, through such discussion, compliance officers can explain 
rules and expected behavior. Last, it allows them to discuss potential misconduct, giving 
them more insights into people’s behavior. The idea as described by the participants 
corresponds with several academic bodies of work: legal knowledge (Van Rooij, 2021), 
social norms (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Cialdini & Trost, 1998) and ethics training 
(Hess, 2021).

Participants further mentioned how role modeling and leadership could help corporate 
compliance. In total, 17 compliance officers described that it would show employees 
what the expected behavior is. This idea has also been researched. There is research 
focusing on ethical role models in organizations, which is also referred to as ethical 
leadership (Brown & Treviño, 2014).

Nine participants described how compliance can also be increased through system 
architecture: internal processes can make it easier for employees to do the right thing 
and make it more difficult to commit misconduct. This is in line with the idea of nudging 
compliance through choice architecture (Kantorowicz-Reznichenko & Wells, 2021) as 
well as by reducing opportunities for misconduct (Van Rooij & Fine, 2021).

Participants also described that the reporting of violations or complaints could lead to 
less misconduct, although they did not clearly describe how this would do so. The idea 
of reporting overlaps with research about the functioning of whistleblower protection 
systems (Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017).

All of this shows that, on a general level, there seems to be an alignment between the 
experiential knowledge of compliance officers and social scientific knowledge. First, they 
both describe a multitude of concepts that are at play when preventing misconduct. 
Furthermore, the concepts mentioned by the interviewed compliance officers are also 
concepts that are researched in relation to compliance. Only the concept of discussing 
behavior and rules does not directly correspond with a single researched concept, but 
the idea overlaps with multiple concepts that have received attention from researchers.

Specific Substantive Alignment Between Scientific and Experiential Knowledge
To gain a better understanding of the alignment, it is important to not only understand 
the alignment between the concepts that are distinguished by compliance officers 
and by the science, but also to analyze the alignment between the way that either of 
them understands these concepts to actually change behavior. Accordingly, it is also 
necessary to assess the substantive alignment. To be able to make an analysis of the 
substantive alignment between the ideas of compliance officers and existing literature, 
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it is necessary to focus on concepts on which there is a sufficiently well-developed body 
of work, in terms of having been extensively studied and reviewed. Therefore, the next 
section will focus on the substantive alignment between experiential knowledge and 
scientific knowledge of two concepts: first, role models and leadership, and second, 
sanctions. A further explanation of the views of compliance officers on the other 
concepts can be found in Supplementary Materials C.

Alignment of Knowledge About Sanctions
In total, eighteen compliance officers explained that they believe that with some cases 
of misconduct, sanctions are a possible way to change behavior and therefore prevent 
misconduct. One compliance officer explained:

But the idea of course of punishment is that on the one hand, you are simply 
just punished for the thing you did, but on the other hand also prevents that an 
employee will do it again in the future. (CO012)

Seventeen compliance officers talked about sanctions on an individual level. When 
interviewed compliance officers mentioned sanctions, they mostly referred to internal 
corporate sanctions, such as formal warnings to employees and dismissals. None of the 
compliance officers thought that sanctioning employees is a suitable first instrument 
to prevent misconduct in the organization, but all 18 thought it was necessary to have 
the option.

In the literature, there is extensive research on the broad idea of punishment preventing 
misconduct, originating from many disciplines. It is important to note that research on 
the effect of internal organizational sanctions to prevent employee misconduct is rather 
limited (Treviño & Weaver, 1998). Most academic studies that focus on punishment 
in the organizational setting have focused on the effect of external administrative or 
criminal sanctions such as fines or imprisonment on corporate compliance (e.g., Schell‐
Busey et al., 2016). A much smaller body of work has looked at internal sanctions and 
informal sanctioning processes such as leaders’ disapproval as a form of punishment 
(e.g., Podsakoff et al., 2006). Besides the literature that specifically focuses on the 
organizational context, there are also informative findings in the broader literature 
on punishment, mostly focusing on the different effects that punishment may have on 
criminal behavior generally, both in a positive and negative way (Van Rooij & Kuiper, 
forthcoming).

Compliance officers distinguished two mechanisms through which they believed 
sanctions can mitigate future misconduct that are also acknowledged in the literature. 
First, four compliance officers stated that sanctions can have a deterrent effect. In 
particular, firing someone or sanctioning an individual in a management position could 
have a deterrent effect. CO011 explained:
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Therefore, you have to use people as an example, because that has to serve as 
a deterrent to prevent others from doing that thing. Those kinds of people have 
to be banned for life from such positions, that sort of stuff.

Conversely, four compliance officers doubted whether sanctions have a deterrent 
effect. The participants mentioned specific conditions under which they thought the 
sanction would be effective in preventing future misconduct. One compliance officer 
elaborated that the deterrent effect is not only about the severity of the punishment, 
but rather that the certainty of punishment is more important. Five participants pointed 
out that the effect of sanctions depends on the individual receiving the sanction: for 
some individuals, a warning will be enough; others will always try to find a way to 
continue the misconduct. Last, five compliance officers thought that it is important 
to be transparent and open about the behavior and the subsequent sanction to other 
employees. However, four compliance officers pointed out that this is challenging 
because of privacy issues. CO012 explained:

But we have situations that are difficult, for example when an employee has 
shown inappropriate behavior and that is the cause of firing them or dissolving 
the contract. The difficulty is that, because of privacy issues, you cannot 
communicate much about it to other employees, and that can give them the 
feeling of: ‘You can simply just disappear here.’ That is a fine line that you are on.

In empirical research, there has been much attention given to the deterrent effect of 
punishment. In line with the views of the compliance officers who doubted this effect, 
Schell‐Busey et al. (2016) did not find conclusive evidence in their meta-analysis that 
punitive sanctions have a deterrent effect on individual-level corporate offending. It 
is important to note, however, that this review focused on administrative and criminal 
punishment, and not on internal sanctions within the organization. In general literature 
focusing on traditional crimes, we also see inconclusive evidence for a deterrent effect 
of punishment (Chalfin & McCrary, 2017; Nagin, 2013a; Petrich et al., 2021).

Research has also focused on the conditions under which a deterrent effect may occur. 
Overall, the conclusion is that certainty of punishment is more important than the 
severity of punishment (Brown, 1978; Chamlin, 1991; Nagin, 2013a), which is in line with 
what one compliance officer stated. Furthermore, the idea that the effect is dependent 
on the individual is also reflected in the literature: work on deterrability suggests that 
not everyone can be deterred through punishment (Jacobs, 2010). Here, the idea is 
that one group of people is deterrable with punishment, one group is not because they 
would never commit a crime, even in the absence of punishment, and one group is not 
deterrable because of individual characteristics that limit their capacity to engage in 
deliberate thoughts (Herman & Pogarsky, 2022; Jacobs, 2010; Pogarsky, 2002).
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Last, the idea that the sanction has to be clearly communicated in order to be effective 
aligns with the idea that the perception of punishment is important. Research shows that 
the subjective perception of the threat of punishment is crucial: a clear communication 
about the threat of sanctions is important (Apel, 2022; Apel & Nagin, 2017; Waldo & 
Chiricos, 1972).

As such, we see a partial alignment in the ideas about deterrence between compliance 
officers and scientific research: whereas some compliance officers’ views resemble the 
state of scientific knowledge (that there is inconclusive evidence about the deterrent 
effect of sanctions), others were more convinced about this effect than scientific findings 
can confirm. Additionally, both compliance officers and research distinguish conditions 
under which punishment may or may not be effective in preventing future crime. At 
the same time, an important caveat to these findings is that internal sanctions (such as 
disciplinary actions) have not been studied much in the empirical literature. As such, 
more research on this subject is needed in order to understand whether compliance 
officers’ ideas would align with more tailored empirical evidence about this question.

The second mechanism through which compliance officers believed sanctions can 
prevent misconduct is through norms: four participants described that they think a 
sanction can help to set a norm as it communicates what appropriate behavior is. The 
sanctions provide a clear line between wanted and unwanted behavior. CO015 said: “I 
think a bit of clarity; on a certain level punishment makes it clear what is appropriate 
behavior and what is inappropriate behavior. Maybe that is the most important reason 
for having sanctions.” If misconduct is not followed by sanctions, it can also give the 
impression that the misconduct is the accepted norm:

Also, I believe that things that are really bad have to be punished. Those are 
things that are unacceptable. If you see that those things are not handled strictly, 
it leaves space for others to act on that. They will think: ‘Nothing will happen; I 
can do this too.’ I think that those sorts of things should be mentioned clearly 
by management and not be covered up. (CO009)

Most of the literature on how law can communicate norms (e.g., Van Hoecke, 2002) has 
not empirically studied how punishment plays a role in setting such norms (Van Rooij 
& Kuiper, forthcoming). There has been some work in the organizational context on 
the effects of a lack of punishment, meaning law would fail at communicating norms, 
but this work has predominantly been normative rather than empirical (Pontell et al., 
2014; Steinzor, 2015). Here, these scholars argue that white-collar criminals should 
be prosecuted in order for law to successfully communicate norms, without showing 
empirical evidence about how such communication works and how it affects misconduct 
or rule breaking.

KM_vol_2.2+chapterpages.indd   70KM_vol_2.2+chapterpages.indd   70 23/04/2024   11:35:0423/04/2024   11:35:04



71

There Is No Quick Fix

Compliance officers believed that sanctions within the organization can also have 
negative consequences. Five compliance officers described how sanctions can have 
negative consequences, especially when there is a lack of transparency. A lack of 
transparency can happen because of privacy reasons, when a compliance officer 
is unable to share the details of a sanction or misconduct. This can lead to rumors 
or people believing that the punishment is unjust or too harsh. The participants 
described how overly harsh or frequent sanctions can lead to an unsafe culture on an 
organizational level, possibly leading to more misconduct: “If they think that there is 
very severe punishment with respect to what the employee did, that can really elicit 
feelings of unsafety” (CO012). Research found that punishment that is perceived to 
be unjust in the workplace can cause more misconduct (Mooijman & Graham, 2018). 
Additionally, research also suggests that punishment could lead to fear in the workplace, 
with the result that people are afraid to speak up (Kish-Gephart et al., 2009). However, 
there is no clear empirical evidence on the relation as described by practitioners, that 
fear caused by sanctions will lead to more misconduct.

The broader literature on punishment shows a broader set of punishment mechanisms 
than those mentioned by compliance officers (for a review, see Van Rooij & Kuiper, 
forthcoming). For example, research also describes how punishment can have an 
incapacitation effect, meaning that the punishment makes it practically impossible 
for the offender to reoffend (Heaton et al., 2017; Piquero & Blumstein, 2007). Firing 
employees or transferring someone to another department could be seen as a form of 
incapacitation, but it was not explicitly described as such by participants.

In sum, there is some alignment between the ideas of practitioners and literature: 
there is an overlap in the distinguished mechanisms through which punishment could 
prevent misconduct. Both compliance officers and scientific research distinguish both 
positive and negative effects of punishment on misconduct. At the same time, we can 
conclude that the participants focus on possible processes such as communicating 
norms or instilling fear that have received less empirical attention in the literature. 
On the other hand, we see that in the research, more mechanisms are distinguished 
by which punishment may affect behavior than mentioned by the participants. 
However, more research is needed to fully understand the influence of sanctions in 
the workplace on individual organizational misconduct and the broader consequences 
for the organization.

Alignment of Knowledge About Role Models and Leadership
The second concept that will be analyzed to research the substantive alignment between 
compliance officers’ experiential knowledge and scientific knowledge is the influence 
of role models and leadership on corporate compliance. In total, 18 compliance 
officers described how important leadership is for behavioral change, and especially 
role modeling from leaders. Compliance officers think that role modeling and (good) 
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leadership can lead to less organizational misconduct. Nine participants mentioned 
the term “tone at the top” in relation to role modeling and leadership, meaning that 
the tone at the (highest) management levels should show what the correct behavior is. 
Three of them added the term “tone at the middle.” For them, it is equally or even more 
important that not only the absolute top, such as a CEO, but also middle management 
act as role models for their teams:

So not only top management—it is an important precondition that is often also 
an audit requirement that you can show that top management says things about 
integrity—but especially that combination with local management is what really 
elicits behavioral change. (CO006)

Participants described two aspects that are important for role modeling and leadership. 
First, participants elaborated on how they think leaders and managers have to be clear 
about what is important within the organization. Seven compliance officers think that 
a manager has to communicate what is allowed and what is not:

I think that role-modeling behavior is very important. I think that it is important—
and I tell this to managers too—that they are aware of the important position 
that they are in, both as manager of the people themselves and of the process. 
That they are in the position to create circumstances in which people can 
function with integrity. That means, among other things, that they have to 
keep people updated about which rules they have to comply with and what the 
appropriate manners are. (CO019)

Additionally, five participants said that it is important that leaders convey a clear 
message about compliance.

Second, participants emphasized that the actual behavior of leaders matters. In total, 
more than half of the participants said that managers have to behave as role models, 
meaning that they have to demonstrate compliant and ethical behavior. This behavior 
also has to match the message communicated by leaders. One participant emphasized 
that leaders’ behavior must be visible within the organization. For five compliance 
officers, it is important that managers are an example in being open: they have to be 
open about their own mistakes, doubts, and dilemmas. This will set the example for 
other employees to do the same. Consequentially, they will discuss their dilemmas and 
mistakes more easily and learn from them. This will prevent future misconduct and 
contribute to a safe work environment.

Thus, compliance officers mostly describe how role modeling and leadership can have 
positive consequences as it can prevent misconduct. Only one participant focused on 
the possible negative effects of showing unethical behavior as a role model:
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Literature shows that when directors, managers, and other important people 
in an organization do not show the correct behavior, it is also easy for other 
employees to use this as an excuse to behave with less integrity and to make 
less ethical considerations. (CO019)

In the broader literature in business ethics, organizational science, and organizational 
psychology, scholars have also looked at different aspects of role modeling and 
leadership. To assess the alignment between this scientific body of work and the 
experiential knowledge of compliance officers, I will compare what the officers 
described, as outlined just above, with relevant similar topics studied in empirical work.11

Similar to the compliance officers, scholars also find that leadership is an important 
factor for ethical and unethical behavior inside organizations (Bedi et al., 2016; 
Brown & Mitchell, 2010; Brown & Treviño, 2006). Here, the concept of role modeling 
and leadership is often referred to as ethical leadership (Den Hartog, 2015). Ethical 
leadership has been defined as “the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct 
through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such 
conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-
making” (Brown et al., 2005, p. 120). The idea is that employees will come to behave 
similarly to their leader through imitation and observational learning, in line with 
Bandura’s classic social learning theory (Bandura, 1986; Bandura & Walters, 1977). 
The premise of the theory is that people look to role models for behavioral cues and 
guidance. Leaders in organizations are salient role models for employees because of 
their power and status. Additionally, ethical leadership has been studied in terms of 
social exchange (Cook et al., 2013). Here, the idea is that when employees are treated 
ethically by their leaders, they will reciprocate (e.g., Hansen et al., 2013; Hassan et al., 
2013). The process as described by compliance officers seems more in line with social 
learning theory than with social exchange.

Interviewed compliance officers believed that good leadership and role modeling will 
lead to less misconduct. Research has indeed related ethical leadership to employee 
behavior. Most research has focused on positive behavioral outcomes, such as prosocial 
helping behavior (e.g., Mayer et al., 2009) or job performance (Piccolo et al., 2010). 
Other research has found a negative relation between ethical leadership and employee 
deviance and unethical behavior (Avey et al., 2011; Brown & Treviño, 2006; Mayer et 
al., 2012; Mayer et al., 2009; Mayer et al., 2010; Neves & Story, 2015).

A term used by participants in relation to role modeling and leadership was “tone at 
the top.” Management and business ethics literature has also focused on this concept 

11	 It should be noted that this paper does not provide a complete overview of all the literature on role 
modeling and leadership in the organizational setting as this is beyond the scope of this paper.
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as part of their focus on ethical leadership (Lail et al., 2015; Pickerd et al., 2015; Treviño 
et al., 2008; Warren et al., 2015). In such literature, tone at the top is described as “top 
management’s way to express (ethical) values pursued in the organization and provide 
guidance to employees” (Ewelt-Knauer et al., 2022, p. 610), although definitions can 
slightly differ between researchers (Warren et al., 2015). Tone at the top is a precursor 
to or reinforcement of ethical culture or ethical norms (Ewelt-Knauer et al., 2022). The 
idea of participants that the concept of tone at the top is a predictor of ethical behavior 
is in line with research findings (Warren et al., 2015). However, Schaubroeck et al. 
(2012) found that the values of management are not always adopted by employees. 
One explanation of how tone at the top may influence employee behavior is through 
social norms (Ewelt-Knauer et al., 2022). Broader previous research has found that 
social norms can lead to changes in behavior, resulting in more compliance (Cialdini et 
al., 2006; Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Goldstein et al., 2008; Schultz et al., 2007). Ewelt-
Knauer et al. (2022) concluded that social norms related to tone at the top are also 
linked to organizational misconduct.

Although most participants focused on how role modeling and leadership have positive 
effects, one participant emphasized that leaders showing unethical behavior as an 
example could have negative effects. Indeed, research has found support that unethical 
behavior from leaders can lead to more unethical behavior in the workplace (Brown & 
Mitchell, 2010; Hassan et al., 2023; Kemper, 1965; Treviño & Brown, 2005). Research also 
suggests that not only can unethical examples from leaders lead to more misconduct, 
but also that role modeling and ethical leadership in general can have possible negative 
(unintended) effects in organizations. Heres (2016) concludes, in her study on the 
ethical leadership of high government officials, that small mistakes are easily made 
and easily noted, but not easily forgotten by employees. Others found that leaders 
who are perceived as excessively ethical may be less attractive role models (Stouten 
et al., 2013). Research has also shown some pitfalls regarding tone at the top. First, it 
is often unclear exactly who the top is (Warren et al., 2015). In practice, there can be 
multiple tops on multiple levels. Research shows that different (groups of) leaders risk 
communicating conflicting tones, which can have unintended negative effects. Pickerd 
et al. (2015) found that conflicts in tone can lead to more organizational misbehavior. 
Such unintended effects caused by conflicting tones or leadership in general were not 
specifically mentioned by participants: they were less clear about possible negative 
effects. Although there is some indication that ethical leadership can possibly have 
negative consequences, more research is needed.

In conclusion, we see a superficial alignment between the experiential knowledge of 
compliance officers on role modeling and leadership and the relevant body of scientific 
work. Both emphasize the importance of good role modeling and leadership for ethical 
behavior within the organization. However, zooming in on what this actually means, 
there is more misalignment. The interviewed compliance officers tend to talk about 
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this relation in a causal way (good leadership will lead to less misconduct), while the 
research is more limited to correlations between leadership and employee behavior 
(there is a relation between the two). Furthermore, the participants elaborate less 
on how they believe the process works, whereas scientific research is based more on 
theory building, aiming to understand the processes. Last, the compliance officers tend 
to focus less on the conditions that are needed for good role modeling and leadership. 
In other words, they tend to focus less on possible negative effects, contrary to the 
body of research. In fact, research suggests that the relation between leadership and 
employee behavior is more complex than is suggested by the compliance officers.

Discussion

Compliance officers play a crucial role in preventing organizational misconduct. Until 
now, little was known about their experiential knowledge: how do they think they 
can prevent misconduct? Furthermore, we had little understanding of whether the 
experiential knowledge of compliance officers is aligned with scientific research on 
organizational compliance. This is critical for understanding if the way that compliance 
officers think about these processes is in line with what the science shows to be 
effective. Moreover, in order for the study of business ethics and corporate compliance 
to have an impact in practice, it is vital to know whether there is fertile soil amongst 
compliance officers for such knowledge to take root in.

The first major finding of this research concerns the experiential knowledge of 
compliance officers. The results shows that compliance officers distinguish multiple 
mechanisms for changing organizational behavior. Compliance officers do not believe in 
a quick fix through one solution to enhance compliance but rather rely on a combination 
of multiple mechanisms. All compliance officers mentioned multiple mechanisms 
through which they believe they can change behavior within their organization. This 
view on compliance may be an opportunity for empirical research to have more impact 
in practice, as it shows that compliance officers are not tied to one pattern. This could 
mean that they are open to implementing other ideas based on research.

On a conceptual level, we see much overlap between compliance officers. It is quite 
remarkable that these compliance officers seem to have a high level of agreement 
on what types of mechanisms, and how many, are at play in corporate compliance. 
The compliance officers interviewed do not work in one organization, yet they share 
similar thoughts. One possible explanation for this could be that compliance officers 
nevertheless are connected to each other. Multiple compliance officers mentioned that 
they create networks with other compliance officers, including those from different 
organizations. The goals of such networks are to share knowledge, discuss difficult 
situations or dilemmas, and learn from other organizations. This finding also differs from 
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previous research on prosecutors, where the knowledge was less shared as there were 
many differences between individual prosecutors (Kuiper, Van Rooij, et al., 2023b). A 
possible explanation could be that, although the majority of compliance officers were 
trained in law, more than 50% stated that they had received some sort of additional 
training in behavioral change related to compliance. More than 80% of the sample 
either received such training or studied social science. This is different from the case 
of prosecutors, where almost no one indicated that they had received specific training.

The second major finding of this research concerns the alignment between experiential 
knowledge and social scientific research. The results indicate that on a general 
conceptual level, we see that there is much overlap in the concepts: most concepts 
mentioned by the compliance officers have also been researched in relation to 
organizational compliance. The concepts where the experiential knowledge aligns with 
scientific knowledge could function as entry points for empirical research to impact 
practice. Here, it may be easier to implement scientific findings, as the compliance 
officers already see the value of the concepts.

To analyze the alignment on a substantive level, I compared the knowledge on 
the concepts of “sanctions” and “role modeling and leadership.” Here, it seems 
that there is an alignment on a superficial level: both practice and research have a 
similar understanding of the concepts and see similar possible effects. However, the 
compliance officers only minimally elaborated on how they thought the concepts may 
affect behavior. This has received more focus in research. For example, research on 
punishment distinguishes more possible mechanisms through which punishment may 
affect behavior. Additionally, for role modeling and leadership, compliance officers 
tend to focus less on the conditions needed to get positive outcomes, overlooking 
possible negative (unintended) effects. Thus, we see that compliance officers look at 
behavioral change on a more superficial level than empirical research. It could be risky 
for compliance officers not to think deeper about how concepts may affect behavior, 
as they may overlook unintended negative effects. We see this, for example, for role 
models and leadership: the misalignment here is that science acknowledges possible 
negative consequences, whereas only one compliance officer mentioned this. On this 
substantive level, there is opportunity for better communication between empirical 
research and practice. This could also stimulate compliance officers to ask deeper 
questions about how concepts may or may not affect organizational behavior to 
enhance their understanding of this.

To simply conclude that compliance officers’ experiential knowledge and social scientific 
knowledge on organizational compliance and preventing misconduct are roughly aligned 
is risky. First, it could be that the use of certain concepts can have unintended negative 
consequences that compliance officers do not always see. Second, the current body of 
research is not sufficiently developed to answer questions about the effectiveness of 
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concepts for minimizing organizational misconduct. The empirical study of corporate 
compliance has inherent trade-offs (Van Rooij & Rorie, 2022b). First, accurately 
measuring compliance and illegal behavior is challenging, as people may not answer 
questions honestly and it also presents major ethical challenges to do so. Second, 
research on corporate compliance often encounters difficulties establishing a clear 
causal relationship that also translates outside of the research setting. Additionally, on 
some concepts, there is not a large enough body of empirical work that can immediately 
support practice. A good example is research on sanctions in organizational settings: 
little to no research has focused on the relation that is salient for compliance officers, 
namely that internal sanctions can lead to less misconduct (Treviño & Weaver, 1998). 
Instead, research tends to focus on administrative or criminal external individual 
sanctions, or general criminal behavior. Moreover, compliance officers do not only 
focus on illegal behavior but on unethical behavior in a broader sense. In research, there 
has been much less attention given to how sanctions affect unethical behavior, as the 
focus is mostly on corporate crime (Greve et al., 2010). Although existing research about 
punishment can be informative, the question remains as to whether this is directly 
translatable to this specific setting of internal sanctions in organizations.

Together, these results show that compliance officers have an understanding of how 
complex organizational compliance can be (Kuiper, Chambon, et al., 2023; Weaver, 2014). 
However, it is also important that compliance officers are aware of the unintended 
effects that can be elicited by using certain ideas in order to prevent misconduct. Here, 
there is an important role for future research. The present findings open up a new 
research agenda to further stimulate the use of social scientific knowledge in practice. 
Further research can focus on other compliance officers, for example from different 
sectors, different jurisdictions, or different cultural backgrounds. Furthermore, future 
research could work together with practice: the conceptual overlap may be a starting 
point to test assumptions in practice and gain a better understanding of the processes 
through which particular concepts influence misconduct.

Limitations
This study is not without limitations. First, it is important to highlight that due to the 
qualitative nature of this study, the findings cannot be generalized to all compliance 
officers. However, the current sample reflects a variety of compliance officers, as it 
includes compliance officers working at different organizations, in different sectors, 
and both in the public and private sector. Further research is needed to understand 
whether these results reflect a larger group of compliance officers, for example in other 
jurisdictions or regions.

A second limitation is that, in this research, I only focused on what compliance officers 
think about achieving behavioral change. Compliance officers have more goals in their 
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work than only behavioral change, such as liability management (Soltes, 2021). In 
other words, compliance officers cannot only focus on effectiveness. Future research 
should focus on how the different goals relate to each other and what it means for the 
mentioned concepts.

Last, the quality of the research did not allow for an analysis of the substantive 
alignment for all mentioned concepts. On the one hand, the fragmentation of findings 
complicates the possibility of creating a comprehensive overview of scientific evidence. 
On the other hand, for many concepts, the results are inconclusive or show a complex 
image (e.g., Hess, 2021; Parker & Nielsen, 2009a). This could also create a barrier for 
practitioners to actually using scientific findings in practice (Kuiper, Van Rooij, et al., 
2023a). These limitations of the current body of work on organizational compliance 
do not mean that science should be ignored. Rather, it should be the inspiration for 
enhancing the connection between practice and research to work collectively toward a 
better understanding of how compliance officers can prevent misconduct and enhance 
ethical behavior.

Conclusion
Compliance officers have the important responsibility of preventing organizational 
misconduct and major scandals with great societal consequences. This study shows 
that the ideas of compliance officers on how to do this are broadly aligned with scientific 
evidence on a conceptual level, but on a more substantial level we only see superficial 
alignment. However, the current state of science needs to be improved to better 
understand how organizational misconduct is caused and can be prevented. This will 
help compliance officers become more effective in achieving this.
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