
How To Build 
A WORLD-CLASS 
Compliance Department



There’s no question strong compliance 
practices are good business practices.

Modern-day compliance isn’t just about managing risks; it’s about optimizing 

processes and ultimately, boosting profits. Beyond that, it’s about establishing 

your company as a place where employees are treated fairly and have the 

opportunity to thrive.

Investors are more eager to support an ethical company, and employees are increasingly concerned about 

working for one. With the government pushing for more transparency in the corporate world and holding 

companies accountable for bad behavior, the spotlight on compliance departments has never been more 

glaring. Companies that do it right are rewarded, but those with systemic failures pay the price, often in 

millions of dollars and a tarnished reputation. 

While there’s no standard blueprint for building 
a strong compliance and ethics department, 

there are best practices.
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Meet the Experts

Here, four compliance leaders with decades of combined experience share 

what they’ve learned about putting their programs into action. 

Adrian D. Mebane
Vice President, 
Global Ethics & Compliance

Liz Gehringer
Chief Ethics & 
Compliance Officer

Richard Davies
Vice President, 
Legal & Compliance

Steve Donovan
Chief Ethics & 
Compliance Officer
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Build the Right Structure, 
Starting At The Top

Compliance is everyone’s responsibility, starting at the highest level of your 

organization. The executives set the tone: If they demonstrate an attitude of 

achieving profit at all costs, the managers who report to them aren’t going to 

take any of your initiatives seriously. They’ll just check the boxes they’re 

required to check so they can move on to what they perceive as the 

more important tasks.

Once your executives have demonstrated a commitment to compliance and ethics, communicate that to your 

employees in the simplest, most direct terms. 

Nordstrom mastered this with perhaps the world’s shortest employee handbook. For years, that handbook 

was a 5 x 8-inch postcard that listed just one rule: Use good judgment in all situations.

Employees need to not only understand 

your objectives; they need to know they’ll 

be taken seriously. Make yourself and 

your staff visible by taking every 

opportunity to walk the production 

floor and meet with local managers 

and employees as you travel.
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Structure for Success
We’ve all been to conferences where chief compliance officers at major corporations debate the merits of a 

particular structure, such as an independent compliance department or one that reports to General Counsel. 

The truth is these models sound ideal on paper, but they may have nothing to do with the realities at your 

company. They’re based on a formula that’s evolved under the pressure of heavy regulations or legal 

challenges that don’t apply at a company of your size or in your industry. Even with the best of intentions, 

you’ll never get your colleagues to buy into a model just because it has proven successful elsewhere.

So don’t force it. 

The most successful compliance departments aren’t based on a formula, but on the individual 

characteristics that make each company unique. Some departments consist of only one or two people 

and rely more on internal audit and human resources to provide compliance functions, while others are 

larger and more centralized. Find what works best for yours, and give it room to evolve. 

Remember that no effective department exists in isolation. Your compliance department needs to be in 

constant communication with other departments, such as human resources and communications. Use 

those departments to relay compliance objectives to your employees. Communications, for instance, 

plays an important role in developing the materials to reinforce your message.
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Assign Roles to 
Maximize Effectiveness

No matter the size of your department, you need to make the most of your resources 

by allowing your staff to work where they’ll bring the most value. This may look 

different from one company to the next, and a compliance program needs to adapt 

to meet the needs of the particular company. Hershey’s Vice President of Global 

Ethics and Compliance, Adrian D. Mebane, moved to the confectionary giant after 

spending years as a compliance officer at Weatherford, which operated in the heavily 

regulated oil and gas industry. He quickly adapted Hershey’s compliance program 

to address the company’s compliance risk profile, which—in certain regards

—varied greatly from Weatherford’s.

At Hershey, the Global Ethics and Compliance Department has successfully used its resources in a way 

to effectively address and manage the company’s expansion internationally. This resourcefulness should 

be credited to Mebane’s ability to make appropriate assessments and expand upon his experience 

at Weatherford building a compliance program to address operations in over 100 locations, 

then scaling  that model to Hershey’s operations. 

Mebane believes it is essential to rely upon colleagues across all business functions and 

utilize their expertise working in various markets and international locations for the 

company to ensure Hershey’s global compliance function addresses the specific 

needs of that business unit and operating location. He reports to Hershey’s Audit 

Committee of the Board of Directors and sits on the company’s Finance and Risk 

Committee to ensure his approach aligns with the company’s broader objectives.
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Regardless of how roles are assigned, 
compliance must carry through to every 
level of a company.
The structure at Realogy, a global provider of real estate and relocation services, demonstrates how this can 

contribute to a successful program. For three consecutive years, Realogy has been recognized as one of the 

World’s Most Ethical Companies by the Ethisphere Institute.

Chief Ethics and Compliance Officer Liz Gehringer credits Realogy’s employees for taking ownership and 

pride in the company’s ethical culture. She believes true ethics begins with employees taking a personal 

interest in ethics.  Because ethics and compliance is evidenced in the decisions and actions of employees, 

Gehringer and her staff work with senior management to help employees understand that it is everybody’s 

job to do the right thing in every business decision. Gehringer has been at the company since its inception, 

so she has had the opportunity to help foster an ethical culture from the beginning. Realogy did this by 

delivering a company-wide code of ethics to each employee that covered all the general principles, followed 

by mandatory training, which is repeated annually and routinely reinforced by a variety of communications, 

with  frequent messaging from Realogy’s Chairman and CEO to underscore the cultural importance of ethics 

and integrity. On a formal level, Realogy’s worldwide headquarters in Madison, N.J., has six employees 

dedicated to ethics, plus an ethics and compliance officer and deputy officer for each of its four business 

units. The company relies on a team of professionals who cascade their program, including records 

managers dedicated to focusing on information management. 

“We take a risk-based approach when preparing communications and tools to bring awareness and to 

improve process to areas that need focus. We provide our guidance through everything from blog posts, 

posters, and a manager toolkit to executive level meetings.

“When I sit with the senior leadership of the company every month, I share with them what we need to 

work on as a company, and the leadership is asked to take those messages out (to employees), as well. 

We also have department manager training,” she said, “so we have the tone at the top from our chairman 

and senior leadership, the department managers making the message meaningful to the teams they manage 

by putting it into the context of their roles, and the individual employees, who are charged with creating their 

own ethical culture through their actions.” 
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“Reinforcing the ethics and compliance messages in many formats, 
to targeted and varied audiences is our approach.”

- Liz Gehringer, Chief Ethics & Compliance Officer at Realogy
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Think Local to Manage Global

Every compliance department needs to have someone at the top to manage risks and 

develop a plan to mitigate them, but local managers are a critical part of executing that 

plan. That’s why it’s essential for them to have a thorough understanding of not only the 

rules, but the overarching mission of your program. They also need the freedom to be 

able to apply it in a way that makes the most sense at their location. This is especially 

true at a global company, where cultural norms vary greatly depending on geography. 

Local managers are more engaged in the culture, so they’re going to have the best 

understanding of what works for their employees.

International Paper, a global company with 70,000 employees in 35 countries, 

has an enterprise-wide policy to regulate gift-giving, but what constitutes 

an acceptable gift is different from one country to the next. 

“That’s something where we essentially tell the regional 

people what’s expected, in terms of compliance, but we 

give them significant freedom to design a regional or 

country-by-country procedure for vetting any kind of 

gift, any kind of entertainment expense that may be 

spent,” Chief Compliance and Ethics Officer 

Steve Donovan said. 
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Set One Standard, But Tailor It To The Culture
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When a gift comes into question, an employee is much more likely to turn to their local manager than the chief 

compliance officer, so Donovan has trained them to give guidance about what’s appropriate and what isn’t. 

“There’s nothing wrong with that per se. What we have to constantly watch for and train on is teaching people 

how to draw that line between developing good, close working relationships with third parties, whether it’s a 

government agency or a supplier or a customer. 

“It’s how to walk that line between doing that versus getting into a quid-pro-quo type of arrangement where if 

we want something better, quicker, cheaper, then we’ve got to pony up some kind of tangible benefit, whether 

it’s money or gifts for a government official’s daughter’s wedding, or whether it’s sending them off to some 

nice trip to Las Vegas. It’s not just about saying, ‘OK, here’s the rule. You now have to follow it. We also have to 

focus on shifting the cultural views of those managers that, for the 30-40 years they’ve lived in those countries, 

they’ve learned things a little bit differently.”
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At Avon Products, which has 36,000 employees spread across the globe, 

(not including more than 6 million independent sales representatives), 

every policy is translated into at least 20 languages. That allows the 

company to reach every associate in his or her primary language.

Training is also conducted in the local language so it’s most effective. 

Although the standards are consistent across the company, they 

are communicated in a way that resonates with the population, 

Vice President of Legal and Compliance Richard Davies said. 

Scenario-based training includes situations employees would be most likely to encounter, 

and those vary from one country to the next. In a country where state-run media is prominent, 

for instance,  Avon incorporates that into its examples.

Make Training Culturally Relevant

“Doing favors for business associates or people you’re dealing with, that’s 
a common way of getting business done in places like China and India”

- Steve Donovan, Chief Ethics & Compliance Officer at International Paper

http://www.barkergilmore.com/


Determine When to Outsource

Nothing can blow your compliance budget faster than bringing in outside 

resources, but sometimes it’s necessary. The key is knowing when you can 

handle an issue in-house and when you’re outside your area of expertise. 

• Is this a regulatory issue that requires a third-party investigator? 

• Do you have someone else at the company with the expertise to handle 

 it, such as an internal auditor, or do you need someone who’s skilled in 

 forensic auditing? 

• Are you doing due diligence in a new market where you’re unfamiliar 

 with local regulations? 

• Is this a program to address a developing area of law, such as 

 anti-corruption or cybersecurity? Although you may be able to develop 

 that program yourself, it’s always wise to vet it with a third party to be 

 sure you’ve addressed all areas. 

• Is it a large-scale project with long-term implications, such as 

 record-management? If managing it incorrectly could put you in 

 violation of the law and you don’t have the expertise, be sure to 

 vet it with someone who does. 
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Here are some questions to consider:
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If your team already has a good handle on these areas, consider using an outside expert 

on a project basis to do a periodic evaluation of the programs that carry the most risk. 

Outside vendors can be useful in managing specific programs, such as training or the employee ethics hotline. 

When selecting a vendor, make sure you choose one that has the global experience to understand the distinct 

regulations in each country. 

Some companies also use a managed service provider to handle data compliance, particularly if that role 

has been traditionally relegated to the IT department. Although IT often has a significant role in managing 

cybersecurity, don’t assume they have the specific expertise and training to manage data compliance. 

At Realogy, cybersecurity is an important aspect of compliance because the company manages confidential 

information and Gehringer believes that companies must be actively working on compliance initiatives every 

day in order to protect their brand. Compliance officers need to be aware of the security threats that exist 

both from within and outside the company. 

Gehringer partners with IT and Information Security, and together they make it a priority to educate all 

employees about how to avoid external threats, such as phishing scams, and combines those with hard 

controls, such as password resetting. In certain aspects of the ethics and compliance program, Gehringer 

seeks expertise and knowledge. In this particular subject area, she is a member of the FBI’s InfraGard, 

which shares information regarding current cyber risks.  
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43%
lack a clear understanding of how to 

manage compliance legislative data

A recent survey of IT professionals by the Six Degrees 

Group showed 43 percent lack a clear understanding 

of how to manage compliance legislative data, and 

more than half said they preferred to use a managed 

service provider to do the job. 
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Stay Ahead of Regulations

Companies are experiencing an unprecedented level of enforcement by the 

U.S. Department of Justice and Securities Exchange Commission, which are 

employing tactics similar to those used to prosecute mob bosses and drug 

kingpins in the 1980s. These agencies are using wiretaps, confidential 

informants and other strategies not typically applied to corporations.

Marubeni Corporation, a Japanese trading company, pleaded guilty to foreign bribery charges 

in March and agreed to pay an $88 million fine, according to the U.S. Department of Justice. 

Attorneys ruled the corporation worked in conjunction with other companies to bribe Indonesian 

officials to provide power-related services. 

Hewlett-Packard agreed to pay $108 million 

to settle charges brought by the SEC, which accused 

the company of violating the Foreign Corrupt 

Practices Act when subsidiaries in three 

countries made improper payments to 

government officials to obtain or retain

 public contracts, according to the SEC.
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Additionally, fines for corporations have increased substantially 
over the past decade, putting even more pressure on compliance 
departments. It’s not uncommon to see cases like these in the headlines: 

http://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/2014/March/14-crm-290.html
http://www.sec.gov/spotlight/fcpa/fcpa-cases.shtml
http://www.barkergilmore.com/


Aluminum producer Alcoa Inc. agreed to settle with charges that its subsidiaries used a 

London consultant with connections to Bahrain’s royal family to negotiate with government officials 

by making more than $110 million in corrupt payments. The company agreed to pay $384 million 

earlier this year, according to the SEC.

Parker Drilling Company, a public drilling services company in Houston, agreed to pay a 

$11.76 million penalty to resolve charges related to the FCPA for authorizing a payment to a third 

party knowing the payment would be used to influence the decisions of a Nigerian government 

panel that determined whether the company adhered to local tax laws, according to the U.S. 

Department of Justice. 

These cases reaffirm the significant consequences of participating in schemes to bribe 

government officials, whether at home or abroad.
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FCPA Spawns Parallel Legislation Abroad
The enforcement of corrupt practices doesn’t stop with U.S. agencies. In recent years, other countries, 

including Brazil, China and Mexico, are implementing stronger anti-bribery legislation of their own. 

Brazil’s legislation, the Clean Companies Act, allows companies based in Brazil or doing business 

there to be fined up to 20 percent of their gross revenue in the year prior to the investigation. 

Then there’s the U.K Bribery Act, which has created controversy with a scope that’s even broader than the 

FCPA. It includes bribes offered or given not only to foreign officials, but any person, and it punishes 

those who accept the bribe as well as those who offer it. 

So how can companies protect themselves, especially when they do business around the globe? Donovan, 

who regularly advises executives on the FCPA and international anti-corruption, said first and foremost, 

businesses need to approach the legislation with the respect it demands. 

“Second, don’t look at it in isolation,” Donovan said. “Don’t look at it just as an issue of paying bribes to 

government officials. If you’ve got employees prone to paying bribes to government officials, you probably 

have employees who are prone to engage in commercial corruption as well; either demanding kickbacks 

from suppliers or offering kickbacks to customers. It needs to be dealt with on a broader anti-corruption 

basis, which would include fraud, commercial kickbacks and commercial bribes, not just payments to 

government officials. 

“Third, approach it systematically. Look at the business practices 

likely to raise FCPA problems. If you do a lot of work with customs

brokers, there’s a lot of stuff out there about the compliance 

problems companies have gotten into in dealing with 

customs brokers. If you have to deal with tax officials 

and tax consultants, focus on that. Don’t waste your 

time on developing a policy on a business practice 

that’s only a minor or insignificant activity for your 

business; figure out where your contacts with 

government officials are, whether it’s your own 

or whether it’s through a third party.”
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Due Diligence with Third Parties
Finally, Donovan said, businesses need to do their homework when it comes to third parties. 

That includes performing a thorough risk assessment of all suppliers and vendors and making sure they 

understand the serious consequences of bribery. As a company that imports and exports millions of dollars 

in products each year, Mebane explained that Hershey’s Global Ethics and Compliance Department partners 

closely with the company’s Global Customs and Trade Department to mitigate compliance “red flags” 

related to the engagement of customs brokers and freight forwarders. The company includes strong trade 

and anti-corruption compliance language in its contracts with third parties and deploys a manual to its 

customs brokers and freight forwarders that sets forth the trade and anti-corruption compliance 

guidelines expected by Hershey. 

Avon has an automated system to perform due diligence on its high-risk third parties worldwide.  

“The systems are key. If you have a significant global reach, you need automated processes to track this work,” 

Davies said. Avon relies heavily on its Sourcing teams to ensure the right high-risk third parties are identified.  

Avon recently completed a risk assessment of its entire third party base, and now uses a risk matrix, 

developed in-house, to screen all new third-party vendors. 

Other companies, including Realogy, use a software system such as Compliance 360 to manage those 

relationships. No matter what the approach, your company needs to closely evaluate its third parties. 

Find out who the principals are and what relationships they may have with government regulators. Identify 

any business interests or potential interests within the company, as well. 

Realize that educating third parties may 

be an ongoing process, depending on the 

risk profile and the industry in which 

they operate. A third party company 

may or may not have its own compliance 

program, and it may or may not meet your 

standards. That’s why it’s incumbent upon you to 

clearly communicate those standards, check for 

understanding and, as always, get it in writing.
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Whistleblower Protection
Along with anti-corruption laws, the expansion of whistleblower protections into other areas of 

the law will continue to shape compliance going forward. The Dodd-Frank Whistleblower Program has 

expanded, granting greater protections and even cash incentives to employees who disclose potentially 

criminal anti-trust violations.

Employees who report any action that results in more than $1 million in sanctions are entitled to an award 

valued at 10-30 percent of the total amount collected. 

In the past two years, the SEC has received more than 6,000 whistleblower complaints and made six 

monetary awards worth a total of $15 million to employees who reported fraudulent activity that led 

to sanctions, according to Harvard Law Review. 

With this in mind, businesses need to be mindful of how they can encourage employees to continue 

reporting issues to the company ethics hotline first, rather than going directly to the SEC. 

Avon has a strong non-retaliation policy for employees that come forward with reports of any kind, and 

has worked hard to promote this policy and the helpline.  Avon worked closely with its communications 

department to educate employees about the policy, and to promote its global reporting helpline through 

wallet cards, posters and other materials to reinforce the message.  Avon also regularly communicates to em-

ployees on how reports of violations are handled.  This includes a quarterly ethics and compliance newsletter 

with aggregate data about internal investigations, and “scrubbed” details on specific resolved cases. 

To cultivate a “speak-up culture,” Davies said, the company has to take it 

even further, beyond issues of ethics and compliance. Avon has done this 

by engaging senior managers through specialized speak-up training, and 

through implementing annual evaluations related to ethics and compliance.

“To us, ‘speak-up’ is a management issue,” he said. “We want associates 

to feel comfortable raising issues of any kind, whether it’s a policy violation 

or a business decision. So, what we tell managers is, create a culture 

of openness with your teams. Your performance on this will be rated 

by your own manager.”
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What Effective Compliance Really Is

At its core, an effective compliance and ethics program is really an 

effective management program. It’s based on fostering mutual trust, open 

communication and proper training, as well as appropriate boundaries.

Gehringer recommends making compliance more relevant to employees by showing them its usefulness 

can extend beyond the workplace. Offering regular document shredding, for instance, protects company 

confidential information and teaches employees how to guard against data theft both on the job and at 

home. Training in workplace violence avoidance can help them feel safer no matter where they are.

“We are taking steps to prevent issues from developing as part of our compliance process. At Realogy, 

ethics and compliance is not a department or a directive; it is a commitment to how we do business.”
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“We have a responsibility to ensure that our 
employees feel safe, valued and educated.”

- Liz Gehringer, Chief Ethics & Compliance Officer at Realogy
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Mebane, who has traveled to more than 40 countries in his compliance roles, said compliance officers 

should travel to their company’s various locations so employees can see the company’s commitment 

to compliance.

Donovan said he accomplishes this by meeting regularly with the management teams whenever 

he travels. 

Creating a culture of compliance doesn’t happen 

overnight, said Davies, so don’t get discouraged

 if you don’t see an immediate impact. 

“Slow and steady wins the race,” he said. 

“If you keep at it and continue to improve 

what you do, day in and day out, you’ll 

look back and be proud of the progress 

you’ve made.”
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“It really, truly is constant reinforcement, 
and driving that tone at the top,”

- Adrian D. Mebane, Vice President, Global Ethics & Compliance

“It’s really all about developing a relationship with management 
so they understand your role is not to tell them they can’t do 

things, it’s how to create a more effective, more efficient 
approach to managing their employees.”

- Steve Donovan, Chief Ethics & Compliance Officer at International Paper
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Whether you have an immediate need or are planning for 

the future, BarkerGilmore has the expertise to find the 

right compliance executive. 

Request a Free Consultation Today.

As you build your compliance 

department, consider the positions 

and skill sets you need to maximize 

effectiveness. A compliance recruiting 

firm can make the process easier by 

identifying and assessing top talent.

www.barkergilmore.com

http://barkergilmore.hs-sites.com/request-a-consultation-with-barkergilmore-cco

