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I can’t believe how many
people don’t understand

the first thing about compliance. I have been around it too long 
and assume it’s obvious. It is so simple that I think some people are
confused by it. It is important for people to understand the basic
principles and purpose of compliance. It’s difficult to achieve an 
overarching corporate compliance culture if most employees don’t
understand. Too many people think it’s just about ethics or law. 
They don’t know it’s about prevention and detection. They don’t
understand the “spirit” of compliance.

The problem is that many of us have been around too long or think
it is such a simple concept that we don’t bother explaining it well. We
skip right to the thing we need at the moment and expect those lis-
tening to be able to put it into context. We wonder why they don’t
get behind our request or execute our request properly. Maybe they’re
not recalcitrant; they are just lost. Just ask someone to explain what
compliance is to you. You may not be surprised but it might just hit
you that that level of confusion is unacceptable.

This hit me when I suggested to my 17-year-old daughter to consider
specializing in compliance in college. She has been accepted to an
excellent business school. I thought that she could write one of her
last high school papers on compliance to get a feel for it. She suggest-
ed some topics and I realized how lost she was. She is too young to
understand but was just accepted into an excellent business school
and about to spend a truckload of money. She probably should
understand if we are going to build compliance into our corporate
culture. But what hit me is that most people I meet are as clueless as
my daughter. Are your employees clueless? Could they explain com-
pliance? Can your management? Can all the members of your audit
or compliance committee explain compliance?

When asked about compliance or ethics most people launch into a
discussion about legal issues or ethics. Most people can’t tell you it’s
about auditing or monitoring, education, hot lines or reporting to the
Board. Brilliant people don’t get this stuff. There are experienced and

well-educated lawyers who think they
know but if you ask them to explain they
miss fundamental basic concepts such as
prevention and detection. Many think it is
the study of law. 

Do you want to find out how confused
people are? Do a little test. Call someone
right now. Call someone—an average employee, someone in manage-
ment, or someone on the audit or compliance committee. Ask them
to explain what compliance is. It may not surprise you but there is
something about the stark reality of these people being unable to
explain compliance. It may cause you to change the way you do
things or to take action.

So what’s my point? My point is go backwards. Stop for a moment
and make sure that as many people understand this isn’t just about
the law or just ethics but rather a method for prevention, detection,
and constant improvement of the organization’s ability to meet the
expectation of others. And that the tools we use are auditing and
monitoring, response and prevention, education, investigation and
reporting, hot lines, enforcement and discipline, code of conduct, a
compliance officer and compliance committee and reporting to the
Board.

You should help your colleagues get a basic understanding. Put up
posters that list the seven elements. Send out a short written descrip-
tion. In addition to the seven elements talk about the overarching
purpose of compliance. Find as many ways as you can to hit them
over and over with the message over the next couple of years. You
may find that compliance becomes more automatic and that others
are fighting your battles for you. Wouldn’t that be something? ■

Roy Snell

Back to the Basics:

8th Annual Compliance Survey Report Mailed in May
Thank you to all those members who participated in the
HCCA’s 8th Annual Compliance Survey – 2006 Profile of
Health Care Compliance Officers. The final report will be
mailed to members in May (a sample of the results is below):




