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by Joe Murphy, CCEP, CCEP-I

A permission slip to 
raise questions

THE LAST WORD

In the Compliance and Ethics field, 
we know that having a helpline or 
confidential reporting system is an 

essential part of a compliance program. 
This is typically a part of any governmental 
standard for programs. People need a way 

to raise questions and get advice to 
prevent wrongdoing.

And yet, when you talk with 
compliance and ethics people in 
the field, they will often tell you 
that the most important cases 
and leads walk in through the 
office door or call you directly 
without using the helpline (this 

was my experience when I was in-house). 
The helpline, in fact, is often filled with 
personnel issues and similar matters not 
at the core of compliance concerns. So are 
these calling systems really unnecessary or 
perhaps overrated in importance?

I received some insight on this question 
once in a discussion with employees in a 
company during training sessions about 
their code of conduct. We were asking 
them what their code meant to them. One 
employee said their code of conduct “was a 
permission slip to do the right thing.” The 
directness of these words stayed with me.

Thinking about helplines, I believe 
the same point applies. Actual use of 
the helpline is not the only measure of 
its impact. It can serve as an important 
deterrent to mistreatment of those who 
have concerns. Every manager knows that 
if they ignore an employee’s complaint, that 

employee can call the helpline and bypass 
the normal chain of command.

Perhaps more importantly, every time 
an employee sees a helpline poster, reads 
about it in the company code, or hears 
about it in training, they get the message 
that they are encouraged to raise concerns 
and ask questions. Yes, they can call the 
helpline, but if they trust their supervisor, 
the company lawyer, or their human 
resources director, they can take that more 
familiar route.

Would this be any different from the 
old standby, when companies used to say 
they had an “open door” policy? I believe 
the helpline is different. In the “open door” 
era, employees knew it was fluff, with 
no training for the managers and no real 
assurances. The “open door” reference 
seemed to mean that if you complained, 
they opened the exit door and kicked 
you out.

Why are helplines different? They are 
tangible and are removed from the day-to-
day work environment. Like the code of 
conduct, they stand apart from the normal 
management focus on hitting the numbers 
and getting the job done. Of course the 
compliance office needs to work constantly 
to win and hold employees’ trust. But when 
they do this right, the helpline really is a 
“permission slip” to do the right thing and 
raise those difficult questions. ✵
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