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In  matters  of  risk,  compliance  and  governance,  I’ve  always  believed  in  single-point 
accountability — the principle that no matter how many people and disciplines are needed to 
develop, support and implement a solution to a problem, a single function needs to be identified 
as  the  “owner”  of  that  endeavor.  As  in,  the  buck  stops  here. 

Nothing demonstrates this principle as vividly as risk management, which in the wake of the 
global financial meltdown and the BP Deepwater Horizon disaster is getting well-deserved 
attention from boards, management and even ratings agencies. Risk is an area that requires the 
touch of many parts of the organization — finance, audit, security, legal, IT, HR and compliance, 
for starters. And recently, more and more companies seem to be tapping their chief compliance 
officers to take on the job of overall risk management on top of their compliance, ethics and 
governance duties. That approach should be handled with caution. 

Experienced CCOs  understand  compliance  risk  assessment.  It’s  integral  to  what  they  do  to  
prevent and detect legal or ethical misconduct. For firms without a dedicated risk officer, it 
might be tempting to give the CCO the companywide risk role as well, but this can be a big 
mistake for two reasons. First, the individual may lack the necessary competencies, appetite or 
bandwidth for the additional duties. Second, the company may fail to equip the expanded role 
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with the mandate and resources necessary for success. Either problem will position the combined 
chief compliance/risk officer role for failure. 

Although the process of overseeing compliance risk may overlap in some areas with broader risk 
management,  there’s  a  chance  that  something  big  will  fall  into  the  cracks  if  a  company simply 
adds the second role to the former. A CCO is not the natural owner of non-compliance risks such 
as operational or external risks, which require different subject matter expertise and positioning. 
It’s  also  important  for  boards  to  understand  that risk assessment is not the same as risk 
ownership. In general, the person or business that creates a risk should be directly responsible for 
mitigating it, though not for monitoring it. 

A strategically sound approach to risk management should examine whether the CCO is 
qualified, empowered and has sufficient resources to take on wider accountabilities. Further, it 
should  ask  whether  other  key  executives  are  mandated  to  submit  to  the  CCO’s  oversight,  and  
whether the CCO has adequate autonomy and direct, unfiltered access to the board. And finally, 
depending  on  the  company’s  risk  profile,  industry,  jurisdictions  and  operational  structure,  it  
should determine whether another senior officer might be better equipped to take on risk, 
including a formal interface with the CCO. 

Boards should ask the same questions — and additional ones — if other senior control officers 
are considered for taking on the risk management role. For instance, for the internal auditor, the 
risk role raises issues of objectivity and mandate conflict, especially if the same individual 
responsible for giving assurances on the risk management process might also be called on to own 
that process. 

What  we’re  really  talking  about  here  is  a  more  thoughtful,  integrated  and  formal  governance,  risk 
and compliance (GRC) approach. GRC advocates correctly point to the need to break down silos, 
share  information  more  immediately  and  transparently,  and  improve  organizations’  ability  to  
prioritize the use of scarce resources. 

I’m  not  in  the  camp  that  advocates a chief GRC officer in every company. I remain highly 
skeptical about what gets lost in that equation. But putting into place a firmwide GRC process 
and road map, one that clearly delineates the single-point accountability of all the players at the 
table — whether leader, risk owner or subject matter expert — is a compelling model. 

 


