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INSIGHT: Measuring Culture & Training: Factorial Surveys

By Huir CHEN aAND MELISSA RORIE

The topic of organizational culture has been one of
enduring and increasing interest in ethics and compli-
ance circles. When widespread misconduct occurs—as
in cases such as Wells Fargo’s account fraud or VW’s
emission scandals—culture is raised as a key factor in
incubating and enabling the compliance failures. Com-
pliance functions often rely on training and internal
communications as part of an effort to ensure that the
“culture of compliance” of which enforcers and regula-
tors often speak exists and is paramount in employee
decision-making. The questions are: How can culture,
and changes to it be measured? And how do you know
your training and communications are affecting em-
ployee comprehension of cultural expectations?

The Problem. Current efforts to measure corporate
culture and noncompliance rely on traditional surveys,
where employees are asked straightforward questions
about their opinions regarding the corporation and its
operations, the effectiveness of trainings, and whether
they think anything needs to be changed. Although this
is a great start, traditional surveys are limited in two
main ways: 1) they produce socially desirable responses
and 2) their inability to truly establish causal relation-
ships.

1) Social desirability—Whenever you ask someone
their opinion, there is a risk that they will tell you what
they think you want to know as opposed to providing an
honest answer. This is especially a concern when the
person responding believes that the person implement-
ing the survey (for example, the human resources de-
partment or compliance department) might be able to
identify the respondent. In such a situation, the respon-
dent is unlikely to answer honestly for fear that they
will face repercussions within their organization.

2) Inability to establish true causality—Let’s say
you want to know whether a new communication (e.g.,

a company-wide memorandum) emphasizing internal
disciplinary measures will produce fewer policy viola-
tions among your employees. You could release the
memo and measure violations afterwards. However,
can you be sure that any reduction in violations is due
to the emphasis on discipline? Or is it possible that
something else is impacting the occurrence of
violations? Perhaps, for example, the communication
coincided with the winding down of a particularly risky
operation and the decrease in risk is what actually de-
creased violations, not the memo itself? What if an in-
crease in violations results because employees felt de-
valued or untrusted due to the emphasis on disciplinary
measures?

The Solution. In both cases, traditional survey meth-
ods are unable to tell you accurately what is having an
effect. A better method is what we call “factorial sur-
veys.” Factorial surveys present a hypothetical situation
to respondents, and randomly vary certain parts of the
scenario to see how those changes impact the outcome
of interest.

The hypothetical nature of the scenario helps prevent
social desirability—people are more likely to be honest
when you’re not asking them to report their own opin-
ions or likelihood of noncompliance. Much research
shows that asking about a situation in the third person
(e.g., asking about your friends or coworkers) is a great
proxy for the likelihood of one’s own offending because
we tend to assume that other people are somewhat
similar to ourselves.

The randomized component of factorial surveys
helps rule out alternative explanations for the relation-
ship of interest. Basically, if people are randomly as-
signed to see A as opposed to B, we can safely assume
that any differences in compliance likelihood between
the A group and the B group are due to those conditions
and not anything else.

The Example. An “A group” sees a scenario describ-
ing immediate job dismissal as a result of suspected
noncompliance, while the “B group” sees a scenario de-
scribing a disciplinary hearing in which they are given
an opportunity to defend themselves before disciplinary
actions are taken. Randomly assigning employees to
see one of those two scenarios ensures that other fac-
tors are not conflated with the outcome of interest.

If you decided not to randomly assign those scenarios
to people—opting instead to have the first 50 people
take the “A” survey and the last 50 people take the “B”
survey—the people who took the survey earlier in the
day might be more likely to comply with all rules and
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requests regardless of potential consequences. As such,
they would respond to the survey with an increased
likelihood of complying regardless of which group they
were in. By failing to randomly assign people to condi-
tions, you would incorrectly conclude that A (immedi-
ate job dismissal) produces more compliance than B
(disciplinary hearing).

Overall, factorial surveys offer a unique way to deter-
mine how likely compliance is among your employees
and assess how potential changes to corporate train-
ings, messaging, incentive structures, etc. might pro-
duce more compliance. These surveys also offer a
unique way to assess existing training/orientation
efforts—instead of asking people to simply recall infor-
mation they learn during training, you can use sce-
narios to see whether employees are able to navigate
ethically ambiguous situations effectively. Furthermore,
these surveys can be designed to address many differ-

ent areas of concern, measure compliance at all levels
of the corporation, and ensure the confidentiality of re-
spondents so they feel safe answering honestly.
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