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CULTURE CLASH:  WHAT LANCE ARMSTRONG CAN TEACH US ABOUT 
EMBEDDING AN ANTI-FINANCIAL CRIME CULTURE 

 
By Viri Chauhan 

 
 

The former head of Europol, Rob Wainwright said recently that “Professional money 

launderers are running billions of illegal drug and other criminal profits through the banking 

system with a 99 percent success rate”. It’s a striking and worrying assertion.  

 

This article by Viri Chauhan (a Themis member and Financial Crime SME) explores the 

requirements for an effective anti-financial crime culture in professional institutions - 

something that needs to happen if money launderers’ success rate is going to be curtailed.  

 

It is becoming more accepted and understood by senior managers that they ultimately have 

responsibility for financial crime risk. Responsibility does not just sit with the MLRO. The 

British regulator, the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) make this abundantly clear as re-

iterated in their recently updated A Firm’s Guide to Countering Financial Crime Risks, which 

states: “We expect senior management to take clear responsibility for managing financial 

crime risks”. The FCA are ‘setting the tone at the top’, making it clear that to change culture 

across whole organisation it must be senior management who take this responsibility to 

understand and accept the financial crime risks and to establish an anti-financial crime culture 

for the organisation. 

 

The FCA have set culture & governance and tackling financial crime as key priorities in their 

2019/20 business plan. The term ‘anti-financial crime culture’ has not been used, and this 

appears to be intentional; the FCA want the culture theme to include good practices that are 

wider than just combating financial crime alone.   

 

The FCA initiated their Conduct Agenda in the wake of the financial crisis and introduced 

legislation and regulation to address reckless behaviour in banks.  The aims of the Senior 

Manager and Certification Regime (SM&CR) is to reduce harm to consumers and strengthen 

market integrity by making individuals more accountable for their conduct and 

competence.  The FCA state the aspirations of the SM&CR is to encourage a culture for staff 

at all levels taking personal responsibility for their actions and to make sure firms and staff 

clearly understand and can demonstrate where responsibility lies.   

 

There are many excellent insights in the FCA’s discussion paper DP18/2 Transforming Culture 

in Financial Service.  The paper has twenty-eight different contributions from across the 

industry with four main broad themes: 

https://www.handbook.fca.org.uk/handbook/FCG.pdf
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/corporate-documents/our-business-plan-2019-20
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/discussion-papers/dp18-2-transforming-culture-financial-services
https://www.fca.org.uk/publications/discussion-papers/dp18-2-transforming-culture-financial-services
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1. Is there a ‘right’ culture; 

2. The role of regulation; 

3. The role of reward, capabilities, and environment in driving behaviours; 

4. Leading culture change. 

Of those twenty-eight papers, some stood out.  A paper by Dr. Celia Moore from Bocconi 

University that asked the question “How do organisations motivate people to act?”’ is 

particularly helpful.   

Dr. Moore suggests incentives that are purely financial will drive behaviour in that direction 

only as opposed to other considerations that an organisation also must deal with. A useful 

anecdote in the paper discusses an interview with Oprah Winfrey and Lance 

Armstrong.  Armstrong was asked whether he felt as he was cheating all the years he doped.  

He responded, “I didn’t see it that way, I viewed it as a level playing field”.  The cyclist was 

rationalising his actions as his view was others were doing the same.    An important aspect to 

consider in your organisation is whether there are any conditions where incentives drive poor 

ethical outcomes that are rationalised.  

In a separate paper, Steve Martin (CEO) and Robert Cialdini (founder) of Influence at Work 

discuss what happens when non-serious instances of unethical behaviours are tolerated or 

even condoned. They set out how Max Bazerman and Ann Tenbrunsel from Harvard University 

have shown how initial tolerance leads to a slippery slope extensively.  Organisations should 

be aware of any small deviations of unethical behaviour that could be construed as acceptable 

and rationalising or normalising behaviours that are ethically detrimental; and that leaders 

should be aware of major principles of influence and behavioural science.  In terms of creating 

a desired anti-financial crime culture, this could translate to ensuring even minor breaches of 

financial crime or unethical behaviour is not condoned or tolerated. 

A case study from Credit Suisse shows simple ways to ensure success for culture 

programmes.  The starting point was that they were not seeking to radically change the 

culture, but to recognise areas of strength and develop these.  Credit Suisse suggest that the 

buy in and active involvement of the most senior leaders was critical according to the team 

responsible.  For the UK, having the local Chair and CEO to act as a figurehead was a key to 

their success. Put another way ‘lip service is not sufficient’: people can sense if the 

involvement is real or fake.  At Credit Suisse, the Culture programme reported into the UK 

CEO and staff knew this.  Establishing formal governance with respect to other programmes 

was important too, including the SM&CR and Culture Steering Committee.   It was recognised 

that cultures are hard to change and the cynicism that bank staff have towards programmes 

such as these.  The key insight is that local senior management need to own and be active in 

the culture change being sought, which is not revelatory, but keeping it simple does reap 

benefits. 

Roger Steare from Cass Business School affirms this position. He says “It is my experience 

that culture is best shaped, experienced and improved locally.” He continues, “Good people 

will still exhibit poor conduct unless every leader and every team has the discipline to make 

good, principles-based decisions in every meeting; experiencing psychological safety; for the 
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benefit of customers, investors and society.”  Good people working in a culture of fear are 

more likely to conduct themselves badly and do the wrong thing.  For example, “You make the 

numbers of else”.  He suggests that fear based cultures dominate regulated firms but he also 

states that there are teams and leaders who focus on customers, where it is safe to speak out 

and tough decisions are made with a balanced moral philosophy.  

Changing culture is complicated. But it is on the FCA agenda and it should be on yours. 

 

Join the debate - Do you have recommendations as to what works well in practice? We 

would love to hear from other Themis members on this subject. 

 

The Themis think-tank team have started a research project into the strategic value of 

having a strong anti-financial crime culture. Contact info@themisservices.co.uk to find 

out more or to join our first steering group meeting.  

 

 

mailto:info@themisservices.co.uk

