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The following are a few recent

compliance news headlines: 

SURVEY SAYS: LARGER PRIVATE COMPANIES
ARE ADOPTING SOX PROVISIONS

SOME SAY NEW SEC REGULATIONS WASTE
COMPANY TIME, MONEY

OK, THAT’S ENOUGH! IT’S TIME TO GET RID
OF SARBANES 404

DAIMLERCHRYSLER SETTLES WHISTLEBLOWER
CASE

Some say compliance is helpful and necessary, while others say it

is too costly. I think these headlines are very telling. They are

contradictory, and they can’t all be right. Compliance is some-

thing that will not go away and if ignored can be very costly.

Others are overcommitted, confused, and spending money like

drunken sailors. The truth is often in the middle.

It’s the CEO’s job to avoid the pitfalls of time and money spent

on unnecessary and ineffective “new trends.” These trends are

sometimes referred to as “Management Programs of the Month.”

Smart and successful CEOs avoid frivolous trends and won’t let

resources be wasted on them. They don’t need gimmicks; they

just manage. Weaker CEOs go over the top, spending millions of

dollars in the hope that the new trend will help. It is clear that

corporate America is still trying to sort this out. They are trying

to pick between two extremes: throw big money at it or fight it.

The truth is in the middle.

As a CEO and former compliance officer, I now understand how

compliance can appear to detract from key objectives such as rev-

enue and expense. However, given the number of industries that

have missed the boat and paid dearly, I just don’t understand

why we are still having this debate. Didn’t healthcare, finance,

and defense teach us anything? Given the number of companies

that have paid with their life, I don’t

understand why we still see these head-

lines. The truth is in the middle. There

is no doubt that compliance is impor-

tant. The question is: how do we

implement it?

Like any other department, compliance

has to be run efficiently. Like any other department, it needs to

be managed properly. Too many companies are throwing money

at the problem, with no thought as to how to do it effectively.

They are overreacting. Sarbanes did not have to cost as much as

some have paid to implement it. Because we are flailing at com-

pliance, some have said, “It costs too much, so compliance is

overkill and must be stopped.” This is an erroneous assumption.

These headlines imply compliance is an either/or issue. Not

enough people are focusing on the real issue.

The issue is that there are few compliance experts. As a result, we

are pulling people out of their existing jobs and throwing them

at the problem. We think a legal, ethics, or finance background is

enough. It is a good start but not enough. More experience and

education is required to gain a handle on the field of compliance.

What if the finance or legal departments were started overnight

like compliance has been? Do you think we could pull people

out of other departments to put them together? It would be

chaos. No wonder people are frustrated, struggling, and flailing.

Compliance requires compliance experience. This issue will not

go away overnight; however, it will get better with time. 

Like the finance, audit, legal, and production departments, deci-

sions need to be made. Decisions need to be made by experi-

enced people. Our biggest problem is a lack of experienced com-

pliance professionals. Our problem is a lack of education and

networking. Organizations like the Society of Corporate

Compliance and Ethics can provide education and networking.

Knowledge and experience can help prevent wasted effort and

overkill. Experience and education will come. There will be a

measured and balanced attack on the compliance issues. The

headlines will become more balanced and representative. Until

then things will continue to be sensationalized. ■

The Truth Is Often 
in the Middle

ROY SNELL




