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Who’s ever built 
a compliance 

course even you 

didn’t want to 
take?



The Problem with 

Compliance Training

It’s Disconnected.
Generic, one-size-fits-all content ignores cultural nuance, role differences, 

and risk context. This disconnect erodes credibility and reinforces the 

perception that compliance is “for someone else.”

It’s Too Abstract
The content focuses on regulations, not realities. Learners hear what’s 
required, but not why it matters, and struggle to connect policies to  their 

daily decisions.

It’s Viewed as Punishment
Most employees associate compliance training with discipline or damage 

control, not development. In one survey, 75% of L&D and compliance 

professionals said employees see compliance as a necessary burden.



Real People
Training that reflects reality by mirroring 

the emotional, operational, and ethical 

pressures they actually experience. 

Show them people like them, in 

situations they recognize.

Real Consequences

Compliance content grounded in real 

consequences reinforces why these 

standards exist and how they connect.

When the stakes feel real, the lessons 

stick.

Real Impact

The goal isn’t just “did they complete the 
module?” but “did the training change 

how they act when no one’s watching?”
Effective compliance learning builds 

judgment, not just knowledge.

Turning Real-World Risk 

into Learning



Reflection,
Not Fiction.

Realism Creates Relevance… When 
learners see familiar settings and 

realistic challenges, they can practice 

sound judgment in a low-stakes space, 

before it counts in real life.



Designing Immersive 
Compliance Training



Elements of 
Immersive Learning

1. Story Arc

2. Environment

3. Feedback Loop



Every simulation needs a clear 

beginning, middle, and end. It’s 
not just about showing what to 

do, but why decisions matter 

and how they ripple outward.

Conflict captures attention; 

resolution drives retention.

S T O RY  A R C



Setting is more than scenery!  

Use realistic visuals to ground 

the learner in their own world 

(e.g. hospital room, warehouse, 

office).

Authentic context turns theory 

into practice.

E NV I RO N M EN T



Provide immediate, reflective 

feedback that links outcomes to 

both policy and human impact 

and encourage self-assessment.

Reflection transforms 

compliance from memorization 

to meaning.

F E ED B A CK  L O O P



Context

Set the stage with a realistic 

environment, relatable pressures, and 

clear stakes. Where are they? Who’s 
involved? What’s at risk?

Conflict

Introduce a dilemma where every choice 

has consequences. Avoid black-and-

white options; the learning happens in 

the gray zone.

Reflection

Let learners connect their choices to how 

it affects others, compliance outcomes, 

or organizational reputation. Insight is 

the goal, not perfection.

Anatomy of an 

Immersive Scenario



Facts Inform. 
Stories Transform.

Storytelling makes compliance 

human... When learners see real 

choices and real consequences, training 

shifts from memorization to meaning. 



Character Design
Every Scenario Needs a Cast...

The Guide

The mentor, policy, or avatar that prompts reflection and supports critical 

thinking. They ask better questions, help the learner reason through gray 

areas, and navigate consequences.

The Antagonist

This might be time pressure, a vague policy, a cultural norm, or an 

organizational blind spot. The antagonist represents the system friction 

learners face every day.

The Protagonist

The learner is at the center of the story, navigating risk, emotion, and 

ethical decision-making under real-world pressure. They shouldn’t just 
observe the situation; they should feel the weight of their choices.



Using Avatars and Voice

Humanize the Message

See and hear the people behind 

the policies, and turn abstract rules 

into real conversations.

Model Decision-making

Helps learner observe what 

professionalism, compassion, or 

accountability sounds like in practice

Add Emotional Realism

Facial expression, tone, and pacing 

evoke emotional cues that text 

can’t replicate.



Surface Layer

Present the immediate decision point — 

what will you do right now, given what 

you know? Keep this layer concise and 

high stakes. This is the moment the 

learner steps into the story.

Context Layer

Provide the background cues that make 

the decision real: environmental details, 

interpersonal dynamics, tone of voice, or 

emotional tension. Context builds 

empathy and situational awareness.

Feedback Layer

Deliver post-choice reflection that 

connects decision to outcome.

 Rather than saying “right” or “wrong,” 

explain why the decision led to that 

result and what could have changed it.

Layering Information for Retention
Engaging the Head and the Heart



Choice-Driven Learning
Branched Design t0 Mirror Real Life

Safety = Reflection

A low-stakes environment gives learners permission to experiment, fail, and 

learn without fear. Let them fail safely so they can succeed IRL.

Branching = Realism

By seeing how different actions lead to different consequences, learners 

experience the cause-and-effect of compliance in a safe, controlled space. 

This is where critical thinking takes root.

Choice = Engagement

When learners are given choices, they stop being passive recipients and 

become active participants. Choice transforms “click next” into “what 
would I do?”



Measuring and 
Maximizing Impact



Engagement

Track participation time or number of 

replays. Collect qualitative reactions 

through pulse surveys or focus groups: 

Did it feel real? Did it make them think 

differently?

Behavior Change

Look for trend improvements in audits, 

safety reports, near-misses, 

documentation accuracy, or incident 

data. When behavior improves, 

compliance becomes culture.

Reflection & Recall

Ask learners not only what they learned, 

but what they felt and would do 

differently next time. Emotional recall is 

a stronger predictor of retention than 

test scores.

Linking Scenarios to Behavior
What to Measure Beyond Completions



Managing Risk & Review
Safe Storytelling in Regulated Spaces

Balance Accuracy and Empathy

The best compliance storytelling include both: Accuracy ensures credibility 

while empathy ensures connection. Show the human stakes behind the 

rule, not just the rule itself.

Co-Design Boundaries

Establish shared guardrails — clarity on what’s non-negotiable (e.g., legal 

accuracy) and what’s flexible (e.g. tone, emotion, character detail). Good 

boundaries spark creativity, not stifle it.

Collaborate Early

Involve Legal, Compliance, and Risk partners early in the design 

conversation. When they understand your learning intent, they’re more 
open to narrative nuance and creative design choices.



Accurate, but incomplete. This approach centers 

risk aversion. It leads to courses that are 

technically sound but emotionally flat and 

forgettable. 

“Compliance training should 
protect the organization.”

Centers judgment, empathy, and accountability. It 

connects rules to the moments where they 

actually matter and protects the organization by 

equipping people, not policing them.

“Compliance training should 
prepare people for real 

decisions.”

The Storytelling-Compliance Balance



Creativity and Compliance
Stronger Together

Compliance gives creativity its credibility.

It grounds innovation in truth, accuracy, and accountability. By defining 

what’s non-negotiable, compliance ensures the message is both trusted and 

defensible. It’s what makes creativity safe.

Creativity gives compliance training its realism.

It brings emotion, story, and context to what would otherwise be policy in a 

PowerPoint. It’s what makes compliance training stick.



A Step-by-Step 
Design Framework



... Not the requirement. Ask 

yourself, what is the real 

compliance problem behind the 

regulation?

Use audit data, near misses, or 

real case summaries. 

S T A R T W I TH  R IS K



Map decision points to where 

people hesitate, rationalize, or 

feel torn between priorities. 

Design for reflection under 

pressure, not recall under 

instruction. 

U S E  T H E  G R A Y  Z O N E



Pair emotional realism and 

operational truth to show both  

the human and organizational 

consequences. 

Believability comes from details 

that insiders recognize.

U SE  ST O R IE S  N O T  F I CT I O N



Pilot with your most regulated 

and skeptical audiences, 

perceived fairness drives 

adoption more than authority.

Not just “is it correct?” but 
“does it feel fair and relevant?”

TE S T WIT H S K E PT IC S



Culture, competence, and 

consistency. Move beyond 

completions to evidence of 

changed thinking and behavior. 

Self-reported confidence, audit 

results, and incident trends.

ME A S U RE  TH E 3  C ’ S



Reflective Exercise
Theory to Practice

1. What’s the real tension behind it?
2. Where are the gray zones?

3. How could you turn that moment 

into an immersive learning 

experience?

4.What would make it feel real to 

your learners?



Compliance + Creativity
Compliance brings structure, accuracy, 

and credibility. Creativity brings 

empathy, realism, and engagement. The 

goal isn’t less regulation, it’s more 
reflection and resonance.

Embrace the Grey 

Most compliance decisions live in shades 

of gray. Training that centers human 

judgment helps people navigate 

uncertainty with confidence. Policies set 

the floor, experiences builds culture.

Make It Human

Start with a real risk or dilemma to helps 

learners see their pressures, their 

choices, their consequences in a realistic 

situation. Compliance that feels human 

becomes habit.

Key Takeaways
From Checklists to Connection



PHONE

503-560-9077

EMAIL

emily@showd.me

LINKEDIN

www.linkedin.com/in/emily-scarbrough

How are you 

turning 

compliance into 

connection?

Let’s Stay Connected EMILY SCARBROUGH MCFADDEN, MPH, CPHQ

VP, Compliance & Education | Showd.me
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