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Compliance Corner

Beyond the 7 Program Elements—Ensuring a  
Sound and Vibrant Compliance Program
By Leah Guidry, Managing Director, Huron Consulting Group

Developing a compliance culture helps an organization support 
business integrity and achieve legal/regulatory compliance 
through the implementation of the seven elements of an effec-
tive compliance program recommended by the Department 
of Health and Human Services Office of Inspector General. 
This article focuses on creating integration among these seven 
elements to strengthen the compliance program and thereby 
the compliance culture.  

Just as departmental silos contribute to barriers and process 
break downs, Compliance Departments that do not take full 
advantage of the interplay in and among the elements of the 
program are also creating unnecessary silos. Creating interde-
pendencies among the various elements enables the creation of 
a strong and healthy compliance program. 

Most Compliance Departments conduct an annual risk 
assessment. The risk assessment culminates in the Compliance 
Department’s Annual Work Plan that guides what will  
be audited over the course of the year. Using an audit as a 
starting point, this article tracks how each of the program 
elements should be triggered and effectively utilized to build a 
strong program. 

 
❯❯  Training and Education—Audit results highlight control 

gaps or process failures. Training and education is the most 
basic and potentially the most powerful program element 
to provide an antidote to that failure because it targets the 
issue for the precise people that caused the failure. If the 
audit reveals that staff did not understand the reason for a 
policy, training can fill that gap. If staff did not understand 
the components of the process and how they fit into that 
process (e.g., how the data they entered was used by others 
downstream), training and education provides that insight.         

❯❯  Policy, Procedure, and Process Design/Enhancement—Au-
dit findings permit the organization to fill a policy/process 
gap, adjust procedures to address the failure, or completely 
redesign processes to better achieve the intended result. 
Audit results also provide the organization with an oppor-
tunity to evaluate processes across different departments 
or divisions. Given that audits tend to evaluate across or 
irrespective of departments (or their silos), the audit results 
can highlight these issues and provide opportunity to break 
down or through these barriers.  

❯❯  Investigation—When audit results suggest a greater problem 
(e.g., potential fraud, intentional wrongdoing, or a signifi-
cant and ongoing issue), use of the investigational resources 

within the Compliance Department should be triggered. 
Compliance Departments have a myriad of ways that they 
effectuate the ‘investigation’ element of their program. Some 
have trained and certified investigators within the depart-
ment, others rely on their in-house attorneys, while still 
others engage outside resources to conduct the investigation.    

❯❯  Reporting Mechanisms—Audit results also may highlight 
challenges in the program’s reporting channels. Process 
review audits may uncover evidence that personnel had 
longstanding concerns or expressed concerns but response 
was lackluster or non-existent. Such knowledge is especially 
useful in enhancing the reporting channels. ‘Open door’ 
policies within the Compliance Department, but also at the 
mid and upper levels of management, are critical to build-
ing that culture of compliance where all personnel are free 
to report out and up when they have concerns or questions.   

❯❯  Disciplinary Actions/Options—Audit results also can be used 
to identify wrongdoing requiring disciplinary action up to 
and including termination. The use of disciplinary actions 
to address improper conduct or wrongdoing is a valuable 
tool in a compliance program and for an organization. Such 
punishment sends a message that improper conduct will not 
be tolerated; creating a sense that we “do the right thing.”   

The list above is a simplistic sampling of the compliance 
program elements in response to audit findings. Using more 
than one element to respond to audit findings enhances the 
sophistication of the integration of the program elements. 
For instance, changing policies to address audit findings 
will trigger the need for training staff on that policy change, 
which should later be monitored to ensure compliance with 
the change. If any one of these steps is not implemented, the 
program runs the risk of having further audit findings down 
the road. The more multiple elements are used, the stronger the 
program becomes over time.
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