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We recently carried out a search on behalf of a
large international corporation seeking to fill a senior
compliance role. Having grown significantly and
moved into ever more challenging regions of the
world, our client needed someone who could ensure
that they stay ahead of the challenges.
This search provided us with some interesting insights
in a functional area which is becoming ever more
complex with new international and national laws
and regulations, thus making it ever more business
critical. In many corporations compliance has moved
from being a mainly back office function, to becoming
a highly visible and key business role with the potential
of adding significant value. However, this shift from
back office to front line requires a whole new skills
set and leadership behavior.
”Our client has an excellent compliance
track record, enabled by an extremely clear tone from the top and a culture of doing
the right thing”
Our client has an excellent compliance track record,
enabled by an extremely clear tone from the top
and a culture of doing the right thing. An excellent
starting point when we set out to find someone with

experience from serving operations in multiple
countries and ideally in different regions of the world,
and used to working closely with the business and
acting as trusted advisor for management.
We needed someone for whom compliance is a proactive and solution oriented function, someone who
understands how to enable business opportunities
even in challenging circumstances, and definitely not
someone who would turn compliance into the office
of no.
Initially we searched in Norway since the role ideally
would be based here, but it proved difficult. We had
to increase our search market, and started looking
across Europe. That gave us more potential candidates,
but still it proved difficult to find the ones with the
ability to act as a true business partner.
Some of the difficulties we had finding the right
candidate has of course to do with this being a fairly
new role, especially in Norway. It is actually not
that long ago that a bribery made abroad was tax
deductible in Norway, and bribing a foreign official
was perfectly legal until the late 90’ies. So there are
not too many out there. Add to that some common
traits of the role and how it is organized made it even
more challenging to find the right candidate.

The share legal diversity and complexity
Compliance is a legal function, and in a multinational
corporation has to cover multiple jurisdictions and a
mix of national and international laws and regulations. Operations spanning different countries and
supply chains crossing multiple boarders ads to the
complexity. Even so, in a number of organizations
compliance is headed and run by non-legal professionals typically from either the internal audit track or
from CSR. That won’t cut it when the key challenges
are of a legal nature.
The ever increasing legal complexity also means
the compliance professional needs to stay abreast
with the development in all applicable jurisdictions.
That is challenging when you are typically trained in
your own country’s legal framework, but some excel
and has found the right balance of expertise and
knowing when to seek external advice. These
professionals will also not fall in the trap of believing
that ‘as long as we follow our legislation we are good
also when dealing internationally’. For example,
Norwegian data privacy standards will probably
not be compliant with the Dutch set of rules and
regulations.
Back office is not where business deals are being
made
In too many corporations compliance is placed firmly
in the back office, far away from the front line. This
results in two main problems. Firstly, it makes it very
difficult for compliance to build relations throughout
the organization. That is necessary in order to understand challenges and identifying challenges at an
early stage, as well as being perceived and known
by employees as someone to turn to when faced
with a problem or dilemma. Secondly, it means
compliance will never develop the necessary
business understanding and thus the credibility to
really ad value in the day to day operation of a fast
paced and highly competitive business.
A different challenge is dealt when compliance is
(perceived as) an HQ function. Not only is HQ too
removed from the real action, it also very quickly
turns compliance into a purely controlling function
and not a proactive business orientated function. It
often also means the compliance officers don’t get
enough hands-on international exposure to really
understand the local and regional challenges the
operations have to deal with.
Output is measured in processes and procedures
Compliance is dependent upon processes and
procedures, it is the only way it can function and
ensure that every employee in a multinational

corporation understand what and how to go about
things, and with good systems even suppliers and
partners can easily understand what is expected.
However, too often compliance end up only producing
and maintaining processes and procedures without
focusing on how these really ad value. Even worse
is when they are measured and rewarded on the
development, not the actual implement ation and
effectiveness of the procedures. As such, a proportion
of compliance officers never get the hands-on
experience and understanding of how great processes
and procedures actually works on the front line.
Culture isn’t always a compliance enabler
To build a strong compliance culture in a corporation
is difficult. As with any part of a business’ culture, key
to making a compliance culture live and prosper is
the tone from the top. If management don’t preach
the gospel continuously, it will never stick properly.
If the tone is there, it is up to compliance to manifest
it and make it come alive throughout the organization.
That is hard work and requires a lot of skills and
effort, demanding a lot of relationship building and
stakeholder management. Compliance needs to be
seen as relevant, and able to build organizational
capabilities beyond the formal training sessions.
This is perhaps especially difficult in regions and
countries where compliance is viewed with great
suspicion and looked upon as a function whose only
mission it is to arrest people. To change a culture
under those circumstances requires dedication and
hard work over a long period of time. In addition,
compliance will often have to work as hard with
external parties, from clients to suppliers and pubic
officials, in order to establish a compliant conduct.

”It takes stamina to ensure we do the
right thing”
As one potential candidate we spoke with said: ‘I
need to explain over and over again why we cannot
do something, but as important is to suggest and
explain how we can work around the problem. It
takes stamina to ensure we do the right thing’.
The really good compliance professionals have the
ability to build relations, ensure the right stakeholders
are onboard on any initiative and are always perceived
as adding value. Not too many has had the necessary
exposure to develop and master these skills.
Business awareness and understanding
If compliance is not involved in the decision making
process nor the day to day operations, only invited

in when there is a problem, you will never get a
compliance function with the necessary understanding of your business. At the same time not all
officers have any interest in developing their business
skills, they are legal professionals and that is their
interest. It is surprising to see how removed from
the actual business compliance can be, and in how
many companies this is the case.
Also, often you see compliance work on the procedures
and day to day stuff, but when something important
happens senior management summon the external
lawyers.
Finding those who combine compliance expertise
with the necessary business understanding and
awareness is difficult. In regards to the lawyers, they
usually don’t have the understanding of the nitty
gritty day to day operations. They are good dealing
with concrete cases and transactions, but usually
lack the fingerspitzengefühl necessary in big corp life.
All these different factors meant we had to carry out
an extensive search to find those candidates whom
had both the knowledge, experience and attitude we
looked for, as well as actually being interested in a
move. Needless to say, potential candidates tended
to be looked well after by their employers. But we
did, and also identified some common traits.
What makes a truly great compliance function?
It has to be said, it is a challenging function to establish
if you want it as a proactive business enabler. As with
most staff functions with a desire to move out of the
back office, it is a combination of the function itself
not being able to communicate and prove its value
and potential impact, and senior management’s lack
of priority.
But there are exceptionally good compliance functions
with great professionals out there, in Norway and
elsewhere, who really does support and give sound
business advise enabling business development and
operations in the most compliance hostile locations.
Especially in those large multinational corporations
where senior management has understood that
being compliant is good for business and thus really
has set the tone from the top, you get that all
important combination of culture and really good
compliance professionals.
In addition to this, the common individual and organizational traits we found that set these compliance
officers and counsels apart are. They are legal professionals working extremely close to and together
with line management solving actual day to day
operational issues.

•

Corporations where compliance have been given
the authority to take critical business decisions
and been made a natural and integral part of the
decision making process.

•

Compliance functions and professionals who has
built a reputation of sound business awareness
and understanding, only saying no as a last resort.

•

The individual compliance counsel has developed
close relations throughout the organization and
with key stakeholders, and are able to work with
them to build credibility.

•

Compliance professionals who spend a lot, if not
most of their time out in the field, not at HQ, either
travelling or actually being relocated to challeging
location. Often, this is the individual compliance
officer’s own initiative.

•

Organizations that have developed a compliance
culture throughout, where everyone knows what
is expected. Some corporation also makes
adherence to compliance values part of their
talent management and incentive schemes,
which can be really powerful.

•

Compliance is not outsourced nor run by external
consultants.

And the best….
And amongst the really good ones, we found some
exceptionally strong professionals who combines
the above with some more unique skills and
experiences. They have that ability to be proactive
in seeking out challenges by understanding and
working really close with management, sales,
operations etc, finding solutions to problems almost
before it’s an issue. Also, they had been working
out in the field in some really challenging areas and
during some critical and demanding times, and thus
gained significant experience of changing and
implementing not only processes and procedures
but installing a compliance culture.
As with most other high achievers they have the
ability to identify what are and focus on the key
challenges, the eagerness to learn, the humbleness
to know what they don’t know and the energy and
drive to go the extra mile. That combination of
experience, exposure and intrinsic traits makes them
truly unique, and a tremendous asset to any corporation
lucky enough to employ them.
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