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H
aving a good compliance plan 
is becoming more essential, 
not only to meet legal and 
contractual requirements but 
also to help ensure efficient op-
erations and financial security. 
For many managers in health-

care, compliance is still considered a 
headache, and for some, a source of 
real anxiety. Noncompliance poses the 
threat of fines, exclusion from health-
care plans (particularly Medicare), or 
lengthy audits and investigations that 
are costly and potentially damaging to 
reputations. Rather than expending 
negative energy on external regulations, 
practices should focus on the positive 
aspects of successful compliance.

To achieve success, practices should 
first focus on why compliance is 
important. Whether talking about 
HIPAA, OSHA, FSLA, or simple doc-
umentation requirements, compliance 
is about establishing processes and stan-
dards that guide people to do the right 
thing and do things right. Some regu-
latory aspects may seem unreasonable, 
but focus on their intent. Remember 
that compliance is about ensuring that 
sensitive patient information is kept 
confidential, fair labor standards are in 

place to protect individual rights, a safe 
work environment exists for employees 
and patients, and claims are billed in a 
manner that is not deceitful or wasteful. 

Success in compliance not only mini-
mizes the risk of penalties. It also means 
practices will have good standards 
and processes to guide staff members 
to do what’s right for patients while 
working efficiently and effectively. The 
expected results are higher quality and 
reduced errors and waste. When viewed 
this way, compliance is closely related 
to process improvement, which is a 
healthy principle for both medicine and 
business, and therefore more enticing 
and less onerous.

BEGIN WITH A PLAN
Whether you focus on insurance, 
HIPAA, OSHA, or Fraud, Waste, 
and Abuse guidelines, having a good 
plan will ease the compliance burden. 
Imagine an experienced carpenter who 
has built many homes and is asked 
to build another. How much more 
effective and efficient the carpenter 
will be if he is handed a detailed set 
of plans versus having some general 
directions and a few notes sketched on 
a napkin. He will likely accomplish 

the task either way; the difference is 
the time it will take and the quality of 
the final product. Managers who press 
forward without a good plan will find 
they have to backtrack, or they will 
find simple errors that waste time and 
lower quality outcomes. 

EXPERTS PROVIDE PLAN STEPS
The U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services’ Office of Inspector 
General (OIG) has provided recom-
mendations for establishing a com-
pliance plan. The seven steps outlined 
below, applied sensibly, will help reduce 
the stress managers may be feeling in 
attaining compliance. 
1. Designate a compliance officer 

or contact. Someone (or a group 
of people) needs to keep up with 
the latest rules and regulations. 
For small groups, an outsourced 
entity may serve as the expert. For 
larger groups, someone in the of-
fice needs to be accountable. This 
person does not need to be a legal 
expert or understand every single 
line of the law—but the individual 
will need to be familiar with and 
able to apply the intent and basic 
guidelines of compliance. Identify 
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someone who has an interest in 
this type of work along with a 
high level of honesty, then make 
sure the individual is allocated 
adequate time to succeed. Ideally, 
in a larger group, one of the own-
ers will be designated to oversee 
the compliance officers to ensure 
high visibility and buy-in from 
the physicians.

2. Implement compliance and 
practice standards. Create written 
processes or protocols based on 
best management practices. Focus 
on safety, privacy, security, clean 
billing, honest business transactions, 
and amazing patient care. There 
are many resources online with 
templates and examples. The plan 
doesn’t have to account for every 
possible policy on day one. Rather 
start by identifying the largest po-
tential risk areas. Continual process 
improvement should be the goal. 
Not only will this help meet legal 
requirements, but the practice will 
find opportunities to make ongoing 
improvements. 

3. Conduct appropriate training 
and education. Most offices are 
staffed with good people who 
will make good decisions, but 
they need to be taught the skills 
and principles that enable them 
to be successful. Identify what 
education method works best for 
staff: monthly or weekly in-service 
meetings, web-based trainings, 
outsourced seminars, etc. There 
are many resources available to 
make this easier, such as online 
training videos and resources 
from government and association 
websites. Remember to docu-
ment training and have partici-
pants acknowledge and sign off 
on completion.

4. Conduct internal monitoring and 
auditing. Set a calendar reminder 

to regularly review standards—the 
review/evaluate step of process 
improvement. Depending on the 
standard, this may be month-
ly, quarterly, semiannually, or 
annually. A lot of monitoring can 
be done simply by paying daily 
attention. At other times a specific 
audit could be completed for pro-
cesses such as patient registration, 
billing and documentation, referral 
patterns, employment policies, etc. 
Schedule audits in advance to avoid 
“must be done” anxiety.    Imagine 
this: an audit of front desk process-
es shows that 50% of the time, the 
patient’s insurance is not verified 
prior to visit. The practice then 
provides training, which results in 
a decrease of denied claims. This 
is what continuous improvement 
is about.

5. Develop open lines of commu-
nication. Communication is a key 
factor for success in so many areas. 
Create an environment where 
people aren’t afraid to speak up 
when they see something that isn’t 
right. In addition, create (anony-
mous) reporting options that will 
encourage people to watch for and 
relay when they see opportunities 
for improvement. Much of this 
has to do with culture. Companies 
that have the greatest success in 
quality processes have employees 
who are engaged in doing things 
right and speaking up when they 
see a problem.

6. Respond appropriately to de-
tected offenses and develop cor-
rective action. Nothing squelches 
open communication faster than a 
leader who doesn’t respond when 
problems are identified. A culture 
of doing the right thing is solidi-
fied when there is follow through 
to correct errors or violations, 
train those who are making errors, 

or change a protocol when need-
ed. Various compliance software 
programs are available to guide 
this process; alternatively, a simple 
form/checklist of important steps 
for responding thoroughly and on 
time can also be effective. Outside 
entities that perform audits look 
specifically for reporting and 
correction processes. 

7. Enforce disciplinary stan-
dards through well-publicized 
guidelines. Don’t allow a few bad 
apples to continue bad habits, 
overlook deliberate violations, or 
not do the right thing. Clearly 
state what is expected, including 
the consequences of noncompli-
ance, and then follow through 
with discipline when necessary. 
Though it might be difficult, it’s 
important to realize that employ-
ees who refuse to be accountable 
for compliance might need help 
finding an employment opportu-
nity elsewhere. 

OPPORTUNITY TO IMPROVE
In general, patients and society benefit 
when practices maintain regulato-
ry compliance. More importantly, 
practices will find opportunities to 
create a culture where staff members 
are regularly doing the right thing and 
doing things right. With a compliance 
plan in place, there is a better chance 
of maintaining compliance with less 
anxiety and creating the opportunity to 
continually improve. AE
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