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Abstract. Compliance is an important aspect of operational requirements, and is
essential to have a system that allows for compliance to be monitored, managed
and improved. However, why non-compliance occurs in organisations is not
always well understood. This paper proposes that the semiotic approach can aid
in making sense of non-compliance behaviour by analysis of the actions of the
agents. In particular, the organisational containment analysis highlights the
division between informal and formal treatment of compliance. It also indicates
that the established norms which are as a result of rules, regulations, beliefs and
other patterns can influence behaviour. The paper proposes that these norms and
patterns constitute the culture and beliefs of the organisation and determines how
the agents embrace rules and regulations. An example of analysing compliance
using the semiotic approach is presented using a case study of non-compliance to
the quality management system at NHS Blood and Transplant (NHSBT).
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1 Introduction

Compliance is central to the operations of organisations and its relevance cannot be
over emphasised. It is an important component that can influence the behaviour of
agents [1], and impact on output of the organisation. The need for compliance may be
as means of ensuring safety of consumers, quality of products or as a legal requirement.
It is seen as the means of ensuring conformance to a rule: such as a specification,
policy, standard or law [2]. According to O’Neill [3], compliance is initiated by three
main steps. ‘First the societal imposition of rules and regulations; second, the organ-
isation’s decision to abide by the regulation and defines internal responsibility; and
third, the act of implementing and managing the regulatory processes within the
organisation to address the societal requirements’. To allow for this, the standards and
regulations are well defined and act as means of measurement or audit of deviation
within the organisation. Thus compliance describes the efforts organisations go through
to ensure that they are aware of and take steps to comply with relevant laws and
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regulations. According to Governatori [4], regulatory compliance is the set of activities
an organisation does to ensure that its core business does not violate relevant regula-
tions which allows the organisation to thrive.

As a result of the increasing number of regulations to allow for operational
transparency, organisations are increasingly adopting the use of consolidated and
harmonised sets of compliance controls [2]. Furthermore, the culture within many
organisations has been changed to essentially promote climate which fosters the atti-
tude to compliance matters [5]. However, although many organisations may have
systems in place to control compliance, there are instances where compliance to reg-
ulatory standards are not met. This has been shown to be apparent across different
sectors; aviation, nuclear industries, banking, processing, health and manufacturing
[6, 7]. Evidently, these failures indicate that the current systems to manage compliance
are not working and there is the need for further investigation.

2 Background

The motivation for this research derives from cases of non-compliance to the Quality
Management Systems (QMS) at NHS (National Health Service) Blood and Transplant
(NHSBT). The NHSBT collects blood and organs from voluntary donors to meet the
demands of patients. To support these activities, it is essential that work is done within
an efficient and effective QMS. Although QMS is in place, there have been reported
instances of non-compliances. Examples include: (a) Failure to supply specially mat-
ched product with resultant delay in treatment; (b) Failure to correctly label product
leading to delay in treatment; and (c) selection of wrong donor leading to delay in stem
cell collection. These instances of non-compliance have been shown to occur across
different departments and involves different staff grades within the organisation with
their effects ranging from impact on treatment and reputational impact on the organi-
sation. The non-compliances have been reported across the NHS.

A 2014 report by the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency
(MHRA) indicated that the number of Serious Adverse Events (SAEs) reported across
NHS shows an increase of 8 % (705/766) from 2013 [8]. The cases of non-compliance
indicate that although organisations have systems in place to manage compliance, there
are still reported failures. These have led to a number of research across sectors such as
the health, manufacturing, banking, aviation, food etc., to improve compliance [3, 6, 7].
Although there have been improvement, there are still some gaps in knowledge when it
comes to understanding non-compliance behaviour. In view of this, the research
reported in this paper seeks to address the following research problems:

• What are the reasons behind non-compliance within organisations?
• How can compliance to rules, standards and regulations be improved within the

organisation in light of understanding the reasons behind non-compliance?

The next section reviews existing researches related to compliance to ascertain the
current understanding of (non)compliance behaviour.
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3 Compliance Behaviour

The review of literature shows that compliance is an important component required for
organisations to thrive. It is therefore not surprising that measuring the level of com-
pliance has emerged as a key performance indicator. As such, organisations have
developed compliance performance indicators to facilitate analysis of compliance
activities and its enforcement trends [9]. Importantly, compliance culture within
organisations have been shown to be vital to meet regulatory requirements to address
customer needs in the competitive global market. This led to strategic plans to improve
compliance culture and to encourage staff to align their values with the values of the
organisation. Understanding compliance culture across organisations is important to
understand compliance behaviour.

3.1 Compliance Cultures

The culture within different organisations may differ depending on the sector and how
they perceive compliance issues. According to Jenkinson [5], a compliance culture is
essentially the climate which fosters the attitude to compliance matters.

Compliance culture within organisations can be grouped into three main types [5]
as non-compliance, anti-compliance and pro-compliance cultures. In non-compliance
culture, compliance rules are frequently breached by the organisation with no recog-
nition of the need for compliance. This is more accepting to increase profits [10]. With
anti-compliance, compliance is generally seen as a threat and is merely tolerated. There
is high risk of breach as compliance is seen as a reactive approach to the standards.
Finally, in the pro-compliance culture, the organisation is inherently compliant and all
the activities are compliantly performed. This view of categorization of different types
of compliance culture is also shared by [11] who split organisations between those that
view compliance and risk management as an opportunity for continuous improvement
and those that simply see it as a tick box exercise to satisfy periodic audit requirements.
This shows that the culture within the organisation can relate to the way the agents
perceives the rules and regulations. This can be useful when assessing the compliance
behaviour as the culture within the organisation may determine how they comply.
There may therefore be a link between the compliance cultures of the compliance
behaviour of the staff.

3.2 Compliance Culture Across Different Sectors

Many international institutions and conventions share a common aim of establishing
and strengthening authorities to deliver effective compliance programs and enforce-
ment [9]. Such institutions try to promote effective ways of ensuring essential com-
pliance culture that strengthens the compliance levels within organisations. This makes
understanding compliance across different sectors useful.

In conservation [1], compliance is critical to the success of any conservation pro-
ject, regardless of the scale of the conservation actions or the means of conservation
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governance. It is not different in the food supply chain as is critical to ensure safety of
the supply chain [10]. It is seen as a critical factor in the safety of products and services.
Also, in the education sector, QMS for teaching and learning have been developed for
the purpose of quality assurance for example to monitor theses of Ph.D. students to
ensure completion on time [12]. The health care sector is no exception as researches
have been conducted from drug compliance to information governance of medical
information. According to Cramer et al. [13], studies have demonstrated that inade-
quate compliance and non-persistence with prescribed medication regimens result in
increased morbidity and mortality. These are not the only sectors that require com-
pliance as many industries such as nuclear, aviation and chemical, see it as very
important for the desired outcome to be achieved [6].

However, although there is enough evidence to demonstrate that organisations
strive for compliance, there are still gaps in the literature in respect of systems and
frameworks to assist organisations in managing compliance [3]. This is supported by
[14] who indicated that there are still gaps between staff compliance behaviour to
standards of practice. Moreover, despite many actions and systems, inadequate com-
pliance is frequently observed [9]. These systems and actions; Compliance Action
Framework, Analytical Framework and ICT Approach as applied by [3, 4, 13] in
dealing with compliance, have mainly focused on addressing the symptoms but fail to
understand the reasons behind the non-compliances. There is therefore the need to have
a system or approach that allows for the behaviour of the agents to be analysed to
understand and make sense of the non-compliance behaviour. The semiotic approach
which allows for the analysis of behaviour based on the interpretation of signs within
the organisation and the norm analysis of the agents lends itself to the understanding of
non-compliance behaviours. The next section analysis the semiotic approach and how
it can be used to understand and to make sense of non-compliance behaviour.

4 Semiotic Analysis

4.1 Conceptual Background

Semiotics is ‘the study of signs’, and is concerned with their creation, representation
and interpretation. Peirce (1958) defined a sign ‘as something which stands to some-
body for something in some respect or capacity’. Peirce’s concept of a sign involves
three parts: the Representamen (the sign), the Object (which is signified by the Rep-
resentamen) and the Interpretant (that links the Representamen to the Object).

Within the organisation, every setting and sign presents the potential for training,
development and for relaying information between stakeholders. A significant but often
overlooked resource is the everyday experience of interacting with the infrastructures
(building, equipment, and procedures) and communication structures that are available
within the organisation [15]. These structures represent cultural values and the beliefs
of the organisation which influences the operations within the organisation. It is
therefore useful to understand these elements and to make sense of them. According to
[15], a semiotic interpretive approach allows for critique in the ways cultural structures
help to understand the ideas and the values that binds the people within the
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organisation. Essentially, the semiotic approach can be applied in the analysis and
understanding of non-compliance behaviour as it embraces culture.

4.2 Application of Organisational Containment Model

To understand non-compliance behaviour, an Organisational Semiotics (OS) perspec-
tive [16] is used. This allows for an organisation to be seen as an information system
with interdependent links between the organisation, the business process and the IT
system [16]. These links can be expressed as an organisational containment model [19]
that models organisation as comprising three systems – informal, formal and automated
(technical) – whereby the automated system is contained within the formal system
which in turn is contained within the informal system. This means that changes in any
of the systems may have impact in other systems. Typically the informal system is the
organisation itself. Figure 1 illustrates the organisational containment with the three
systems and how they interact with each other.

The informal system is a sub-culture where meanings and beliefs are established
and intentions confirmed. At this level, the cohesive relationship between individuals
are built and commitments are formed. However, at the formal system, there is for-
mation of rules and procedures and individuals are made to follow bureaucratic rules
which is in contrast to the informal system. The automated system is part of the formal
system which is automated, for example, by a computer-based system [16]. In the
problem addressed in this paper, we focus on informal and formal systems as there is
no automated system involved.

Because the organisation is seen as a social system in which people behave in a
manner that conforms to certain norms, compliance analysis can be assessed using the
organisational containment model. The norms may be as a result of rules, regulations,
beliefs and other patterns which have been established over a period of time through
practical experience [16]. They have been shown as the rules which determine how
social organisms interact and controls their ability to perform actions [17]. They have
the ability of directing, coordinating and controlling the actions of the agents. Norm has
been described as a field of force that coerces the people in the community to think in a
certain manner [18]. Essentially, the agents within the organisation may act as a result
of existing interactions between the systems and experience established over the years.

Informal System
Intentions and beliefs formed

Formal System
Rules and procedures formulated

Automated System
Availability of IT 

Fig. 1. The organisational containment model [19]
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By introducing the formal system, there is move towards automation of the system
where the agents in the organisation work without understanding the meaning behind
what they do. This is evident in NHSBT where there are rules and procedures as part of
the QMS to guide the performance of task within the departments. This formal system
replaces the meaning and the intention that existed at the informal system and this can
lead to conflict between the two systems. This conflict can lead to staff detachment as
they only efficiently perform their task due to the formal system but are not satisfied
because of the decline in the meaning and commitment that existed in the informal
system.

Shapiro [15] indicates that culture has two aspects: the known meanings and
directions which members are trained to and the observed meanings which are offered
and tested. In essence, the agent may follow a norm conforming action or norm-breaking
action although they have been trained and have knowledge of the rules and regulations.
The agents may prefer to act in line with the norms in place to fit in due to the measure of
patterns of behaviour set by the norms. This may be done depending on the prevailing
situation at the time of the action. Consequently, an individual in a community who has
learned the norms will be able to use the knowledge to guide their actions. However, the
actions performed is invoked by different norms which may be irrelevant of the out-
come. This is because norms selected are subjective and may not have predetermined
connection to a particular outcome. In performing their task, agents may not think of the
consequence of their actions as they invoke the norms they deem appropriate at the time.
This may either be compliant or non-compliant behaviour to the procedures and rules
that exist in the organisation. This analysis shows that the understanding of interaction
between informal and formal systems is useful in making sense of non-compliance
behaviour. The next section will analyse how analysing the norms can contribute to
understanding of non-compliance behaviour.

5 Analysing Compliance Through Norms

5.1 Culture of Compliance

For NHSBT to meet customer needs, performance of task in the departments requires a
shared understanding of norms and culture among staff within the organisation. In
semiotic terms, the interpretation of various signs that are used and exchanged among
the staff is influenced by the experience, knowledge and the beliefs of the staff in the
various departments. Although the culture within NHSBT is pro-compliance, there
appears to be departmental differences when it comes to compliance with the rules and
procedures. This is because there is sub-culture that exists in the department which
tends to influence the behaviour of the staff. The established norms within the
departments influences the way the staff in the departments perceive the rules and
procedures. Review and discussion with the QA department about compliance to QMS
revealed different non-compliances across different departments.

Let us analyse one of the cases at NHSBT where there was a failure to supply
specially matched product. Although the staff received the correct order from the
hospital, the wrong product was produced. This is because, in selecting the initial
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material, the staff failed to check that the correct material had been selected as per the
procedure. Moreover, although there was requirement in the procedure to check the
order against the selected material in the manufacturing department, this did not
happen. There appeared to be an incorrect understanding and belief that existed
between the staff which influenced the observed behaviour in this case. Consequently,
the established meanings and beliefs in conflict with the formal system resulted in the
non-compliant behaviour. The wrong product selected resulted in a conflict between
the formal and informal system. The informal system, which tolerated the non-
compliance behaviour, was considered as the established norm in the department which
influenced the behaviour of the staff as evident in this non-compliant behaviour. The
informal system which is the organisation itself contains the intentions, norms and
beliefs which influences the behaviour of the agents.

5.2 Norm Analysis in Compliance

Norm analysis aids understanding of the agents’ behaviour in the organisation. This
helps to capture the details of norms enacted by the agents and authorities who are
responsible for the norms and the triggers which cause the norm to come into effect. In
the case above, the staff involved in dealing with the orders were aware of the pro-
cedures and rules in place but failed to comply due to established beliefs and norms.
Five norms, namely, perceptual norms, cognitive norms, evaluative norms, behavioural
norms and denotative norms [16], have been considered to control human behaviour
and, in turn, organisational behaviour.

The perceptual norms influence how people react to signals from their environment
through their senses. Here, the norms and values are embedded in the physical struc-
tures which influences the behaviour of the staff in the department. When the order was
received, the staff might have been selective in terms of what aspects of the order to be
recognised, which may have influenced the behaviour of the staff. The cognitive norms
enabled the staff to interpret what they perceived based on the beliefs and knowledge.
The staff interpreted the order based on the belief and knowledge that existed which
may have led to the non-compliance behaviour. Although there is established rules and
procedures, the acquired knowledge and beliefs coerced each staff differently to
interpret the procedures. As such compliance in the organisation may be different
across departments depending on experience of staff. In the analysis, the Evaluative
norms aid in explaining the beliefs, values and objectives in the departments within the
organisation. This helped in explaining the behaviour of the staff due to the under-
standing of the relationship between the formal and informal system. The behavioural
norms govern the behaviour of the staff within the departments. These behaviours are
as a result of the norms that exist within the department and this influenced the
non-compliant behaviour observed. The knowledge, beliefs, values and the objectives
that has been established within the departments controlled the behaviour of the staff in
performing their actions. Finally, the denotative norms direct the choices of signs for
signifying. These are culture dependant and may influence performance of task by staff
within the department. This may have influenced the choice of flow of the process
between the staff that received the order and the staff that manufactured the product.
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Evidently, the behaviour of the staff is impacted by these norms which influenced
non-compliance behaviour. In applying this to the case above, the staff involved in the
process used one or a combination of the norms to complete the task. The performance
of the task was initiated by staff who have the responsibility to select the initial
material. The staff may have perceived or analysed the process differently to the
required procedure leading to the failure to capture the required information from the
order. Subsequently, staff in the chain of process also interpreted the task based on the
established knowledge and beliefs culminating in the issue of non-compliant product.
This is because, in the organisation the responsibility is determined by the established
common agreements or policies. This leads to formation of ‘life cycle’ of responsibility
which determines the role of each staff in the process. Non-compliance at this level was
as a result of combination of one or more factors in the ‘life cycle’ of responsibility
between all the stakeholders. This was due to persistent failures on the part of all the
stakeholders who failed to check the requirements as a result of established beliefs and
commitments.

The appropriateness of the responsibility of staff is influenced by the established
norms which can either lead to compliance or non-compliance. In this case, the initiator
of the ‘life cycle’ of responsibility was perceived as being compliant, so the process
was carried out by subsequent staff without questioning, leading to non-compliance.
On the other hand, if there was indication that the actions of the initiator of the process
was not in line with the established norms, subsequent staff may have challenged their
action leading to compliant outcome. Despite staff awareness of the procedures and
rules, the established norms influenced staff in non-compliance behaviour. Moreover,
because there is reliance on the interpretation of the request, the outcome depends on
the skill set, the knowledge and the beliefs. At each stage of the process, there is the
tendency for one or more agents to make a non-compliant decision based on how they
perceived or interpreted the sign. There is indication that the established norms and
beliefs influenced the behaviour of staff and by using the semiotic approach we can
make sense of the non-compliant behaviour.

6 Discussion

6.1 Suitability and Benefit of Semiotic Approach

The Semiotic approach allowed for consideration of all the sign structures that exist
within the organisation to be analysed and the impact on staff behaviour to be noted.
Using the organisational containment analysis, the discrepancies between the formal
and informal processes can be ascertained. Essentially, by understanding the conflict
between the formal and the informal systems, improved procedures and rules can be
formulated to guide activities within the organisation. The analysis allowed for
sequential process to be followed to make sense of the reasons behind non-compliance.
This also allowed for analysis of the actions performed by the various agents within the
responsibility ‘life cycle’ which can be useful in dealing with non-compliance
behaviours.
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6.2 Limitations of Semiotic Approach

Although the analysis allowed for the investigation and understanding of non-
compliance behaviour, the subjective nature of the analysis makes it difficult to
generalise. Also the number of case studies used in this review limits the generali-
sation of this paper. The interpretation of signs within the organisation may differ
depending on the experience, education, knowledge, beliefs, etc. of the staff who are
involved in the process. In the case analysed, although it was evident that staff failed
to follow the procedure, it is difficult to generalise that all the staff in the department
will not be compliant due to the subjective nature of application of norms. Moreover,
the perception of one staff member may be different from others and as such the
outcome of their interaction with the procedures may be different at any given time
which makes generalisation of findings difficult and problematic. Furthermore,
although the semiotic approach allows for sense to be made of non-compliance
behaviour, to allow for validity of the studies other analytical lens may be useful in
future work.

7 Conclusion

Compliance has been shown to be an important aspect of the operations in organi-
sations. Based on the concepts in organisational semiotics, in this paper, failures of
compliance to rules, regulations and procedures are attributed to failure by agents to
appropriately interpret and invoke the norms when required. The use of semiotic
analysis has indicated that the established norms and beliefs in the organisation
influences the actions taken to complete the task as noted. Moreover, subcultures
within the departments have been shown to play a role in compliance behaviour.
Furthermore, the organisational containment analysis points to possible discrepancies
between the informal and formal systems that exist within the organisation. This
influences how agents comply with rules, procedures and regulations and can
influence compliance behaviour. Moreover, the actions of the agent that initiates the
process have been shown to influence application of task by subsequent staff and this
can impact on compliance behaviour. By establishing a culture that supports staff for
compliance, there is indication that the appropriate actions may be compliantly
performed routinely. Semiotic approach can aid in making sense of non-compliance
behaviour in organisations.

In future work, a further analysis of compliance culture and non-compliance
behaviour will be applied to develop a framework for enhancing compliance and
monitoring non-compliance in organisations.
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