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There are many discus-

sions about how the reg-

ulations are complex,

numerous, onerous, painful, stupid and sometimes as ter-

rifying as a Steven King novel.   I hear endless comments

about how regulations negatively affect……. "Me".

Complaining about regulations is easy.   That's like play-

ing chess with a two-year-old.  For my own entertain-

ment, and against all odds, I often try to defend the regu-

lations.  If you want a challenge, try it sometime.  I would

argue that it's actually an important part of your job.

What I don't hear enough about is why we need regula-

tions and the collective impact that they have on our

country.  As a compliance/ethics professional, it is helpful

to have the ability to step back and share the ultimate

goal of regulations and ultimately the goal of regulatory

compliance.   To get in the spirit, try to imagine what life

would be like without regulations.  I know many of us

support regulations by stating the consequences of not

following them.  I am talking about stepping back and

looking at the really big picture.

Fortunately, we don't have to imagine what it would be like

without regulations.  There are plenty of countries whose

regulatory environment is nonexistent.   In its place are peo-

ple in positions of authority, with the ability to pursue their

self-interest.  Bribery is the order of the day.  Chaos reigns

supreme.  Not only is it terrifying to

get into legal trouble in an unregu-

lated country, but doing business

there is difficult.  Your rights are not

protected.  Copyright protection is a

joke; price fixing is a daily occur-

rence; and contracts are not hon-

ored.  Is it any wonder that unregu-

lated countries' economies are often in shambles?

Show me a bustling economy and I will show you a

mountain of rules.  Capitalism is a game.  You can't play

a game without rules.  In a capitalistic society, regulations

are the rules of the game.   If you purchase products or

services based on who pays you the most under the

table, you kill capitalism.  The free market must reward

the person who produces the best product, for the best

price, with the best service.  If that does not happen, the

hardest workers will not be rewarded.  If the best do not

get rewarded, they will not try.  If people do not try, the

economy will fail.  Just look at some of the countries that

have failed.  They appear to have a reasonable chance to

succeed, but they don't, and some of those countries

could succeed if they were properly regulated. 

Yes; there are some problems with regulations.  It may

be impossible to write a regulation without negative,

unintended consequences.  It's hard to have an effective

economy without regulations, and it is hard to have regu-

lations without unintended consequences.  When I have

spoken on this subject, it is at this point in my speech

that someone in the crowd starts ranting and raving

about their favorite example of a regulation that has

ripped off some innocent person.  Quite often they are

correct, but it is small thinking.  Some people are so

enraged that they can't see the forest for the trees.  The
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only way to help the truly outraged individual is to pack

them up and ship them off to a country with no regula-

tions for a year.  It would be particularly helpful to have

them try to run a company.

CEO's are particularly vulnerable to regulatory frustration.

I know; I am a CEO and the time spent studying and

responding to regulations that affect our organization frus-

trates the heck out of me.  This summer I went on a golf-

ing weekend with a group that included an exceptionally

bright guy, a CEO of a company that had clients in several

countries.  After I told him what I did for a living, his eyes

started to glow, and there was a hint of smoke coming

from his ears.  This happens quite often and the subse-

quent discussion is always the same.  He complained

vehemently about the overbearing regulations in the

United States.  I asked him about the regulations of other

countries.  He appeared to be near cardiac arrest describ-

ing the lack of fairness due to the lack of regulations. 

I told him that he has to pick one or the other; that you

either want regulations or you don't.  I told him that if

he thinks that he can have regulations without a hassle,

he is dreaming.  I thought his head would explode try-

ing to explain how too many regulations were a bad

thing and too few regulations were a bad thing.  It's

been six months since our discussion and he has had

time to think about it.  I am seeing him tonight and I am

going to ask him what he thinks about it all now.  I will

let you know if I get any interesting feedback.

It really doesn't matter if some don't see the big picture,

but those in compliance and ethics need to see it.  You

can't defend all of the regulations all of the time without

pausing and reflecting about the part you are playing.

You are playing a small but important part in a big sys-

tem, a regulatory system without which we would be in

big trouble.  What compliance and ethics professionals

do is hard, but extremely important.  Regulations must

succeed or our culture and our economy will suffer.

You must succeed or we will all suffer.

Roy Snell is the CEO of 
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