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CEI Advanced Discussion Group Track Chair Al Gagne 

(Algagne53@gmail.com) was interviewed by Adam Turteltaub 

(adam.turteltaub@corporatecompliance.org), Vice President 

of Membership Development at SCCE.

AT: What’s the philosophy behind the 
Advanced Discussion Groups?

AG: The philosophy can be summed 
up by saying, as a group we are clearly 
more knowledgeable than each one of us 
is alone. With that said, we have a great 

opportunity to share and learn 
best practices from each other. The 
Advanced Discussion Group track 
is designed to provide attendees 
the opportunity to engage with 
their peers in deep-dive discussions 
on selected compliance and 
ethics (C&E) risk areas and topics 
that challenge even the most 
experienced and knowledgeable 
C&E professional. Unlike the 
typical speaker-led sessions, where 
attendees listen to the expert 
presenters, ask questions, and walk 
away with some nice handouts for 
future reference, the Advanced 
Discussion Groups are led by 
facilitators, also experts in the 

respective topic, that challenge the attendees 
by asking thoughtful and probing questions 
related to the specific topic, issue, and 
challenge facing today’s C&E professional. 
The intent of the Advanced Discussion 
Group format is to get folks engaged early 

and often in the discussion to learn firsthand 
from our colleagues’ personal experiences, 
regardless of whether those experiences are 
good or bad, in dealing with a particular 
C&E issue or concern. The takeaway from 
the Advanced Discussion Group is that 
attendees will leave the session with new 
ideas and some new friends from the 
networking that is inherent in the session.

AT: I take it that’s why it’s essential to 
limit the number of attendees. That way you 
ensure that there’s plenty of discussion, yes?

AG: Yes, the sessions are intentionally 
designed to limit the number of attendees in 
order to give each person ample opportunity 
to share their thoughts and experiences with 
the group and allow for a lively exchange 
among participants. The facilitator’s role is 
to provide guidance to the group through 
questions or scenarios, and to keep the 
discussion balanced and on track within the 
session time constraints. This can be a rather 
challenging task for the facilitator especially 
when managing a fairly controversial topic. 
The sessions are also a lot of fun when folks 
get engaged and ideas start popping up from 
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every corner of the room. Folks are often 
surprised to experience how quickly the hour 
passes during a lively discussion group.

AT: What’s your approach for deciding 
which sessions you select for the track?

AG: I work very closely collaborating 
with SCCE staff and conference planners 
to brainstorm topics that we believe will 
be of interest to conference attendees. We 
also seriously consider the many proposals 
submitted by potential speakers to determine 
if the subject of the proposed presentation 
would be well suited 
for an Advanced 
Discussion Group. 
We then reach out 
to the submitter to 
see if they would 
like to participate 
in an Advanced 
Discussion Group 
as the facilitator. 
If they agree, we 
then provide them 
with some common 
guidelines for 
conducting the session, the emphasis being 
to develop probing questions related to the 
session topic that will engage attendees in a 
lively exchange of ideas, beliefs, and opinions.

AT: One of the things that makes these 
sessions so valuable is that they’re all 
discussion. No PowerPoint slides. Is it hard for 
the presenters to adjust? We’re all so used to 
having slides.

AG: What makes the sessions so valuable 
is the dynamics that occur when folks become 
engaged in the dialogue that ensues from the 
ideas or questions posed by the facilitator. It’s 
true we try to avoid “death by PowerPoint” 
to a practical extent. However, we actually 
request facilitators to pose their challenges, 

questions, scenarios, etc…. in PowerPoint 
format, and with the use of embedded 
audience polling software, the entire group 
can anonymously report out. This has 
proven to engage and stimulate discussion 
among participants.

AT: What’s the reaction of the participants? 
I find it funny that people say that they 
want more discussion, but even in our 
general session when we may have a senior 
government official, they complain when there 
aren’t handouts.

AG: I can’t speak 
for all the facilitators 
but my experience has 
been when you clearly 
present the objectives 
and the format 
of the Advanced 
Discussion Group to 
the attendees before 
commencing the 
session, you help 
set the attendees’ 
expectations. 
Sometimes it’s 

difficult to determine in what direction the 
dialogue will go as that often depends upon 
just how engaged the attendee participants 
get. The challenge is for the facilitator to allow 
opposing views to emerge and guide adequate 
discussion or debate without the sense of 
beating a dead horse in the process. A good 
facilitator will elicit lively discussion and keep 
the session moving at a good pace. When that 
happens, folks are often surprised to learn 
that the session has run out of time. In fact, I 
consider it to be a compliment when folks state 
in their evaluations that the session required 
more time, as that indicates the overall 
objectives were met. My hope is that attendees 
will keep the dialogue going among their 
colleagues long after the session has ended.
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AT: What are some of the topics this 
year that you think will lead to particularly 
lively discussions?

AG: There are just so many hot topics for 
today’s C&E professional to address in their 
daily jobs that it is a challenge to come up 
with the right mix of interesting subjects for 
the sessions. I believe any topics that address 
how C&E professionals deal with their 
Boards of Directors, senior management, and 
middle and first line supervisors will be of 
particular interest to even the most seasoned 
C&E practitioners. Additionally, compliance 
initiatives in international trade compliance, 
global anti-corruption and FCPA, data privacy, 
risk assessments, internal investigations, work 
place issues, and disciplinary actions will also 
be of interest to most attendees.

AT: Finally, any advice for a participant 
planning on attending an Advanced 
Discussion, session?

AG: I would recommend folks who 
attend an Advanced Discussion Group 
do so with an open mind and come ready 
to engage with other participants in the 
session. The true value one takes from the 
session comes from the depth and breadth 
of knowledge and experience that is shared 
by the folks in that very same room. I have 
actually seen participants exchanging 
business cards during a session. Clearly 
it’s also another great opportunity for folks 
to connect and network with one another 
and hopefully keep the dialogue going 
long after the Advanced Discussion Group 
has ended. ✵ 
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