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by Donna Boehme

The blind men and the 
(compliance) elephant

BOEHME OF CONTENTION

Quick, define “compliance.” As  
in life, everything is relative. 
Compliance has evolved in silos 

         of professional expertise in response 
to the needs of the relevant industry. In the 
healthcare arena, HIPAA has given birth to 

HIPAA compliance experts, and 
in finance, SEC, CFTC, or other 
relevant financial regulations drive 
the job descriptions. If you work at 
a manufacturing firm, your world 
may be driven by environmental or 
safety compliance. 
All this reminds me of the classic 
Indian parable of the three blind 

men and the elephant. Each of the blind men 
touched a different part of the great beast— 
one the trunk, one a leg, and the last one the 
tail. Each had a different, subjective view of 
the elephant based on the part he touched, but 
none had true knowledge of the entire animal.

“Silos” have developed because of the 
all-encompassing demands of industry 
regulations. When there are only 24 hours in 
the day and seven days in the week, who has 
time to think about the big picture? For most 
HIPAA compliance experts, HIPAA is the 
big picture.

This tunnel (or silo) vision frequently also 
extends to some regulators and commentators. 
The other day, I read a column on “Lessons 
from the Last 10 Years of Compliance.” 
I expected to see all kinds of profound 
observations about the role of the chief 
compliance officer (CCO), enforcement trends, 

culture, and global developments. Instead it 
was a US securities regulation view of the 
world, from a former SEC official—just the left 
leg of the elephant.

The problem with silos is that people 
operating within them easily lose sight of 
the whole elephant. If a compliance team is 
consumed with checking boxes on a particular 
set of regulations, are their activities still 
informed and driven by the umbrella issues of 
risk assessment (all compliance risks, not just 
the squeaky wheel of the regulations at hand), 
ethical leadership, non-retaliation, incentives, 
and discipline, to name a few? It is the job of 
the CCO to oversee all the moving parts of 
the program, beyond the critical industry-
specific regulations that consume the day. 
However, that doesn’t happen where the CCO 
is operating within his/her own kind of silo.

Yet, there is much more that binds the 
silos together than distinguishes them, 
demonstrated (for instance) by the broad 
diversity of compliance professionals 
attending the annual SCCE Compliance and 
Ethics Institute. It is a reminder to all who 
labor in the trenches that the whole elephant 
is as relevant to their work as the parts 
they are touching the most. For the CCO, 
understanding (and ensuring that the team 
understands) that big picture is critical to the 
success of the overall mission. ✵
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