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In October, our community, the dynamic 
and rapidly evolving compliance and 
ethics profession, lost one of its stars and 

fearless warriors, Jim McGrath. Jim didn’t 
come to us by the typical route, a stint or two 
as a chief compliance officer (with the scars on 

his back to prove it) but as a former 
prosecutor, internal investigations 
expert, and influential blogger. 

As the former head of a federally 
funded narcotics task force, Jim was 
a clear-eyed observer and fresh voice 
of expertise in our community, with 
more than 3500(!) criminal and ethics 
investigations to his credit. Already 

our community has produced several heartfelt 
tributes to Jim, including these from Tom 
Fox1, Ben di Pietro,2 and Matt Kelly.3 To these I 
add my own small story about how I met the 
multitalented and fabulous Jim McGrath. 

I’ve seen Jim described alternatively by 
those who loved and admired him as a “gentle 
giant,” “a bear of a man,” and “my inspiration.” 
All so true, but to me, Jim was a force of nature. 

I met Jim when he called me in June 2013, 
out of the blue, to give me some animated 
comments about my just-published Corporate 
Counsel column on a favorite topic—the “rogue 
employee” as the corporate equivalent of the 
childhood “the dog ate my homework” excuse 
and the antithesis of accountability.4 Thus 
ensued our first conversation about the field 
and Jim’s observations of it, which I found to 
be fresh, unique, and insightful. Yes, Jim was 
a force of nature. How many others, upon 
reading a column they like, pick up the phone 

and call the author directly, with questions? 
Of course, as a columnist it is delightful to 
hear from a reader that they found some 
useful takeaways from your work, never more 
delightful than that June call from Hurricane 
Jim! Then, as our email friendship evolved, 
I casually invited Jim to stop by to see me 
on his next trip to the New York area, which 
is how later that month I found myself with 
Jim McGrath, the man himself, in my living 
room, trading hilarious stories of college days 
and travelling via fast train in China. I love 
learning from being around smart people, 
and Jim had the agile, analytical mind of a 
former prosecutor, and something else too, the 
courage, assurance and loyalty of a fearless 
warrior. And now my heart aches, because (and 
I’ve said this before) our profession needs its 
fearless warriors!

We are now at the tipping point, where 
compliance and ethics has gained sufficient 
momentum, widespread acknowledgement, 
and support for independence and 
empowerment, as Mike Scher has described it, 
for the “second generation of Compliance.”5 As 
Mike predicts, the resistance has been “fierce.” 
But to quote Victor Hugo, “All the armies in 
the world cannot stop an idea whose time 
has come.”6 With the weight of ideas, facts, 
and relevant good governance trends on our 
side,7 we have brushed aside the disingenuous 
request for a “ceasefire” on the debate of 
independence and empowerment.8 (Because 
at no time in the history of war and mankind 
have we EVER seen the winning side call for a 
ceasefire!) Thanks also to Wal-Mart and GM 
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for exposing “Compliance-as-a-captive-arm-
of-Legal” as the Rookie Mistake #1 that it has 
so vividly become.9,10 But we all know that just 
as in creating an ethical culture that speaks up 
when things are not right rather than remain 
silent, like Jim, we need to 
continually advocate for 
Ethics and Compliance to 
be properly structured for 
success, with independence, 
empowerment, line of 
sight, seat at the table, and 
adequate resources11 (an idea 
whose time has come, if ever 
I’ve seen one). So I call on 
all of you fearless warriors, 
whether a member of the 
profession, policymaker, 
thought leader, government, 
or the media, to keep calm and carry on the 
good work of Jim McGrath, Fearless Warrior.12

Those who have profited handsomely 
from the status quo can see and feel that 
the pendulum has swung away from the 
“Compliance 1.0” model of failure.13 Evidence 
that the resistance will be ever more fierce, can 
be seen in the “Hail Mary”14 systematic effort to 
spin the KBR Barko case into a legal privilege-
driven “case closed” reason for continued 
subordination of Compliance to Legal. But 
Barko’s no silver bullet, as explained by invited 
RAND white paper author and former federal 
prosecutor Michael Volkov, himself another 
Fearless Warrior, that rare breed of capable 
yet unintimidated clear thinkers in our 
community15 who have the passion and the 
resolve to see the profession achieve its mission.

Jim’s sister, Laura Mather, has described to 
me Jim’s passion for our field: “Jim had a great 
passion for the world of Compliance. He was 
always focused on the noble aspects of the 
profession, the ultimate evening of the playing 
field, preservation of an ethical world, and 
justice for all.”

In the weeks before we lost Jim, I had the 
great pleasure of collaborating with him on our 
joint column “Five Rookie Mistakes to Avoid 
in Your Compliance Program” which evolved 
naturally out of our many conversations on 

the GM delayed ignition-
switch recall debacle.16 Jim 
had been following the GM 
developments closely for his 
investigations blog and the 
timing seemed perfect to 
us to review GM as a poster 
child for the failed model of 
Compliance 1.0 as a captive 
arm of Legal.17 Sadly for the 
victims of the delayed recall, 
that model failed predictably. 
So now, in response to the 
effort to stop the momentum 

for properly structuring Compliance and 
Ethics for success,18 I call on the elite club 
of fearless warriors and supporters in our 
community, government, policymaking, C&E 
thought leadership, and the media to step up 
and carry on the good work of Jim McGrath, 
Fearless Warrior. 

Jim, rest well my friend. We love you and 
miss you! ✵
  
 1.  http://bit.ly/Jim-McGrath
 2.  http://bit.ly/WSJ-Jim-McGrath
 3. http://bit.ly/1vLHgnn
 4.  bit.ly/1w0FxOl
 5.   http://bit.ly/1B9uFiv
 6. http:// bit.ly/1B9uFiv
 7.  Ben diPietro, “Legal alosing GRIP ON Risk and Compliance”
 8.  http://bit.ly/1xlIOb9
 9.  When In-House Lawyers Run Amuck – Volkov
10.  See 2014 invited white paper by Michael Volkov “Redefining the 

Relationship of the General Counsel and the Chief Compliance 
Officer” http://bit.ly/1peWdZE

11.  http://bit.ly/1wjZwqV
12.  http://bit.ly/keep-calm-soldier
13.  as described by Mike Scher, a senior editor of the popular FCPA 

Blog http://bit.ly/cei-part-3
14.  http://bit.ly/m-peregrine
15.  See 2014 invited white paper by Michael Volkov “Redefining the 

Relationship of the General Counsel and the Chief Compliance 
Officer” http://bit.ly/1peWdZE

16.  to be published in Corporate Counsel soon
17.  See GM’s DIY Compliance Could Possibly Go Wrong? 

http://bit.ly/12mktoD (Corporate Counsel October 2014)
18.  http://bit.ly/chief-ethics
 
Donna Boehme (dboehme@compliancestrategists.com) is Principal 
of Compliance Strategists and former Chief Compliance and Ethics 
Officer for two leading multinationals. Her full bio can be viewed here   

 bit.ly/donnaboehme    @DonnaCBoehme


