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Effective Compliance Programs Require Physician Participation
By Don Sinko, Cleveland Clinic, Cleveland OH

There was a time when a physician’s sole focus was on direct 
patient care, and compliance program activities were within 
the silo of the legal department. Compliance activities 
primarily focused on resolving issues and claims. Times have 
certainly changed. Today, many organizations have physician 
leaders, involved in all aspects of hospital operations. And 
for many organizations, corporate compliance departments 
and compliance programs have become independent of the 
legal department. Compliance departments are being staffed 
by professionals that include backgrounds outside of law (e.g. 
nursing, coding, billing, audit, research, and information tech-
nology), with added focus on prevention and detection of issues 
and concerns. 

Organizations are finding that quality patient care goes 
beyond the medical procedure itself, and now includes 
accurately documenting the care, properly billing services 
performed, and protecting the patient’s health information. 
Hospital leadership and boards of directors have recognized 
that compliance professionals with diverse professional back-
grounds improve the ability to prevent and detect compliance 
issues and concerns, and effectively resolve them.  

The increasing complexity of health care compliance also 
has provided three key roles for physician participation that 
can significantly improve the effectiveness of a compliance 
program. They involve the compliance risk assessment, the 
compliance committee, and communication and education. 

Risk Assessment Participation
Developing a compliance program that focuses on preventing 
and detecting compliance issues and concerns requires auditing 
and monitoring activities that address the organization’s major 
compliance risks. Given that physicians are at the center of 
direct patient care, involved in the documentation and coding 
of procedures performed, and utilize both electronic and paper 
forms of patient information, they play a key role in identifying 
and evaluating the organization’s operational compliance risks. 
Physicians can provide insight into those areas that provide the 
greatest risk of noncompliance, and help target operations or 
procedures that should be addressed. A compliance risk assess-
ment needs to include interviews of physicians to obtain their 
understanding of risks that may impact the organization. 

Compliance Committee Leadership
The corporate compliance committee plays an important 
role in the oversight of the compliance program. Committee 
members generally consist of leaders from the c-suite, such 
as the chief financial officer, chief operating officer, general 
counsel, internal audit, human resources, and corporate 
compliance. The committee provides oversight of the develop-
ment and implementation of compliance policies and proce-
dures, compliance education and training, and auditing and 
monitoring plans, and determines that appropriate actions 
are being taken in response to detected deficiencies. Given 
this responsibility, it is also important that physicians be 
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represented on the committee, if not leading the committee. 
Physician involvement on the compliance committee provides 
the opportunity to merge adherence to regulations with clinical 
operation processes. As noted above, physicians can provide 
knowledge related to key compliance risks involving processes 
within medical operations, including physician contract 
activity, which other leaders may not observe. Decisions being 
made at the compliance committee level need to incorporate 
the knowledge and understanding that physicians can provide 
on what is happening, and what should be happening, within 
medical operations. 

Compliance Communications
A critical part of any compliance program is effectively 
communicating the organization’s code of conduct, annual 
compliance training, and education related to specific compli-
ance program requirements or regulations. Communications 
can take many forms (e.g. online training modules, email 
messages, staff meeting presentations, flyers, and posters). 
People are usually willing to change behaviors if they under-
stand why. It is important for physician leaders to understand 
compliance requirements and the information that needs to be 
communicated. If the compliance officer is able to get physician 
leadership to understand and buy-in to the communication, 
physicians will then be able to effectively communicate the 
message to other physicians and cascade the message down 
throughout the medical operations. Doctors typically are more 
effective at communicating with other medical professionals. 

Instead of viewing regulation as a threat, physicians can 
then understand the role of compliance in increasing patient 
safety and quality outcomes. It is also helpful to identify physi-
cian champions for specific issues or concerns, and involve 
them in the resolution and communication process. But to 
accomplish any of this, the compliance officer must first get 
physician buy-in to the message. 

Given the complexity of health care operations, an effective 
compliance program requires the involvement of a diverse 
group of professionals. No one profession can understand how 
regulations impact all aspects of medical and nonmedical 
operations. To properly identify compliance risks, incorporate 
them into a compliance program, and effectively communicate 
requirements to employees, physicians should be an active 
participant in the compliance program. 

About the Author
Don Sinko, CPA, CRMA (sinkod@ccf.org) is 
the Chief Integrity Officer for Cleveland Clinic, 
responsible for the Offices of Internal Audit, 
and Corporate Compliance and Business 
Ethics, and with dotted-line oversight of infor-
mation security. Prior to joining the Cleveland 
Clinic, he was the Director of Internal Audit 

at Eaton Corporation, responsible for an international internal 
audit staff serving operations on six continents. Mr. Sinko 
began his career with Ernst & Young in Cleveland, serving 
primarily health care and SEC manufacturing clients.  

By Compliance Professionals, For Compliance Professionals.

Compliance Corner

http://www.healthlawyers.org



