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DQG�WKH�FRQÀGHQWLDO�UHSRUWLQJ�OLQH���LV�WKH�WDVN�RI�KHOSLQJ�
the CEO and his team deliver on the promise of “tone from 
my mouth the top.” Otherwise, no one has their eye on the 
ball and the company has created a classic case of “When 
everyone is responsible for feeding the dog, the dog starves.” 
Ethical culture in an organization doesn’t happen by singing 
Kumbaya. It is truly the big dog that needs to be fed, and 
on a daily basis. As Volkov observes: “Every CCO knows 
that an ethical culture is developed in the trenches, through 
hard work and commitment.”4

What is so different about a CCO who embraces their 
role as Ethical Culture Leader? The possibilities are endless. 
Here are a few ideas for starters.

1. Facilitating candid conversations at board 
and C-suite level

Whenever I see companies in trouble drag out the tired 
old “rogue employee” excuse within hours of a scandal hitting 
WKH�PHGLD��ORQJ�EHIRUH�DQ\�UHDO�LQWHUQDO�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�FDQ�EH�
HYHQ�VWDUWHG��� LW�PDNHV�PH�ZRQGHU�ZKHWKHU� OHDGHUVKLS�KDV�
ever had a meaningful conversation about management’s role 
in developing a culture of accountability and transparency.5 
Leaders who really want credit for “tone at the top” should 
understand the difference between “talk” and “walk”; and the 
CCO must use every opportunity, whether during board brief-
ings, hallway chats, or other leadership training, to underscore 
this. CCOs should get beyond mere helpline stats and survey 
results to present the larger ethical culture “ask” to leadership.

2. Developing ethical leaders
Good parents look for “teaching opportunities,” even 

amidst the endless daily demands of raising children in a 
challenging world. The CCO as Ethical Culture Leader should 
do the same. Leadership training and “What Is Expected of 
Leaders” brochures can only go so far, and attention spans are 
short. When a leader does “walk the talk,” the CCO should 
call them, or better, stop by to praise them in person. Before 
ORQJ��WKH�&&2�PD\�ÀQG�WKH�´SXVKµ�WXUQLQJ�LQWR�D�´SXOOµ�DV�
good leaders reach out to them for advice or as a sounding 
board. Those leaders should be developed as part of the CCO’s 
network for supporting, and giving real-world input on, the 
compliance program. Many companies now have vehicles to 
recognize ethical heroes in the organization. Why not start 
at the top? And it goes without saying: Good news stories 
KDYH�D�SODFH�LQ�WKH�ERDUG�EULHÀQJ��DORQJ�ZLWK�WKH�EDG�RQHV��

3. Building ethical leadership incentives
I know I’m preaching to the converted, because experi-

enced CCOs understand that tying ethical leadership criteria 
to the way managers are hired, evaluated, compensated, 
and promoted is the key to driving “walk-the-talk” culture. 
Without incentives, ethical leadership behaviors fall into the 
“nice to have” rather than the “impacts me” category. For 
instance, I’m a big proponent of including ethical leadership 
behaviors in a 360-degree performance review, because most 
smart managers are experts at “managing up,” but it’s how 
they lead their teams that really matters to a compliance 
program. Simple rule: What gets measured is what gets 
done. This is an important conversation to have with the 
board and C-suite. If that conversation is daunting, help can 
be found in Joe Murphy’s white paper on why incentives 
matter to a compliance program.6

4. Integrating culture as a key aspect of all 
compliance program elements

In addition to incentives, the CCO should be looking at 
all elements of the compliance program through the lens of 
ethical culture. You’ve just refreshed your compliance train-
LQJ�PDWUL[��EXW�GR�WKH�PRGXOHV�DGHTXDWHO\�UHÁHFW�QRWLRQV�RI�
accountability, transparency, and ethical leadership? Does 
the risk assessment process integrate issues of culture? Do 
the investigation guidelines and training make reference 
to how leaders should be supporting the process? Is there 
an effective retaliation monitoring mechanism? The CCO 
who embraces the role of Ethical Culture Leader takes time 
WR�UHÁHFW�RQ�KRZ�HDFK�HOHPHQW�DQG�SDUW�RI�WKH�FRPSOLDQFH�
program supports and encourages ethical leadership in the 
organization. 

Leaders who really want credit 
for “tone at the top” should 
understand the difference 
between “talk” and “walk”; and the 
CCO must use every opportunity, 
whether during board briefings, 
hallway chats, or other leadership 
training, to underscore this. 
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5. Having an independent voice of ethical
culture in the C-suite

Over the past few years, CCOs have gained independence 
and stature in the organization and more are being heard 
as an independent voice in the C-suite.7 The list of com-
SDQLHV�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�IDOORXW�RI�KLJK�SURÀOH�FRPSOLDQFH�
VFDQGDOV³WKDW�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHQHÀWWHG�IURP�DQ�LQGHSHQGHQW�
CCO voice in the C-suite—is long indeed. Perhaps CCOs 
KDYH�OLPLWHG�FRQWURO�RYHU�WKH�ÀQDO�GHFLVLRQ�ZKHWKHU�WR�JLYH�
&RPSOLDQFH�D�VHDW�DW�WKH�WDEOH��RWKHU�WKDQ�YRWLQJ�ZLWK�WKHLU�
IHHW��8 but they can be smart about what they say when they 
get there. CCOs need to be more than a human playback of 
training and hotline statistics; they need to be the subject-
matter expert on ethical culture and the role of managers to 
develop, promote, and sustain it in the organization. These 
are messages leadership needs to hear often, and with real-
life examples. If not from the CCO as the Ethical Culture 
Leader, then from whom?

I’ve written elsewhere about the enormous challenges 
facing CCOs just trying to do their jobs well. Some of you 
may be familiar with my “hot air balloon” analogy.9 But 
challenges and perils aside, the CCO that embraces the 
role of Ethical Culture Leader does exponentially more to 
advance compliance and ethics in the organization than one 
who does not. Ultimately, a company can have on paper all 

the building blocks of a robust compliance program, but 
the glue that binds it together and makes it work is the sum 
of ethical leadership acts that occur on a daily basis. The 
CCO should view the nurturing of that ethical leadership 
as Job No. 1. ❏
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