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Conflicts of interest
Preventing regulatory, policy, and ethical compliance 
problems is a complex proposition.  However, we 
have a lot of people who want to make this more 
complicated than it is.   Whenever I try to solve a 
complex problem, I look out the window.  Well not 
exactly, but I do metaphorically speaking.  Some-
times it helps to get away from all the noise.  It helps 
to get away from all the “experts.”  Sometimes it 
helps to simplify a complex problem to find an easier 
solution.  People tend to get lost in the weeds.  They 
tend to overanalyze.  They tend to complicate things.  
They want to show you how much they know.  My 
brain can’t handle too much information at once.  I 
get confused.  I get lost in the minutia.  So I look 
out the window....so to speak.

I am going to try to simplify our rather complex and 
daunting job as the compliance and ethics professional.   
Our job is to prevent, find, and fix policy, regulatory, 
and ethical problems.  What is it that is at the root of all 
intentional regulatory, policy, and ethical problems?  I 
am not talking about mistakes here, just the problems 
that are known to exist but are not resolved, i.e. Enron, 
WorldCom, Tyco, HealthSouth, etc.  The root cause 
is a conflict of interest.  This in and of itself is not a 
profound revelation.  However, I think the fact that we 
ignore the solution to the root cause (conflict of inter-
est),  for the most part, to be profound.  I will get back 
to that in a minute.  

Anyone who chooses to break a policy, behave 
unethically, or does not follow the rule of law has two 
choices: right and wrong.  The only reason people 
choose to be wrong is because they will benefit in some 
way.  They will gain more power, make more money, 

avoid bad press, etc.  What they 
all have in common is that they 
are conflicted.  If they were 
not conflicted they would not 
commit the foul in the first place 
or they would fix it the minute 
they became aware of it.  

What bothers me is that we do a horrible job of iden-
tifying and dealing with conflicts of interest.  Some 
don’t think it’s a big deal.  Some people who are asked 
to complete a conflict-of-interest form are concerned 
about revealing or talking about their potential 
conflicts of interest. They think we are making too big 
a deal out of the potential conflicts.  They don’t see 
how their potential conflict of interest could cause a 
problem in the future.  There are many reasons why 
we are where we are.  Interestingly enough, the fix is 
quite easy.  It just requires someone with a conflict-of- 
interest management procedure in their hands and a 
steel rod in their spine.  Many have the procedure, but 
many cave when they are met with resistance.  

Here is my point.  If you agree that all intentional prob-
lems are caused by a conflict of interest, then life could 
be simpler for you.  You can keep chasing the problems 
or you can go to the root cause and prevent them 
before they happen.  For example, you could work 
with your organization to create incentives that over-
ride the monetary incentives.  There are organizations 
that have made it a requirement to pass compliance 
and ethics program metrics before your bonuses, based 
on financial performance, kick in.  Eliminating the 
financial bonuses is not realistic, but managing them 
is.  Eliminating all conflicts of interest is impossible, but 
managing them better than we have is possible.  There 
is a lot of work that can be done to align incentives in a 
way that causes people to do the right thing.  

Of course it won’t work every time, but you will be 
far better off spending time at the root cause than 
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chasing problems down after the 
fact.  If you identify the conflicts 
of interest, they can be managed 
or eliminated.  Management 
of conflicts of interest is much 
simpler than you might think.  It 
certainly is less painful than going 
through what Enron, WorldCom, 
and others went through. n

If you have any questions that you 
would like Roy to answer in future 
columns, please e-mail them to: roy.
snell@hcca-info.org.




