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By Kenneth E. Spence, CFE

As audit and compliance professionals we are accustomed to dealing with risk. The 
failing economy has brought us a different risk—a personal one—the potential for 
reductions in staff. In your professional life you may be experiencing the “sword of 
Damocles”, as if its supporting horse hair is ready to snap, loosing calamity. Others 
may be living in trepidation in a comparable situation. 

Yes, tough times are being visited upon healthcare. But there is opportunity in the 
midst for those who will search it out and grasp it. “We have to squash risk before it 
squashes us,” I used to tell my CFO. “The propensity for untoward risk is greatest 
when the present is not rosy,” I reminded him. In operations areas, staff cutbacks 
and the need to do more with less may reduce cost, but is as likely to increase 
risk to the organization. This is when internal audit and compliance need to be 
augmented. Viewed properly, I argued, audit and compliance are in part counter-
cyclical.

Across the organization, overworked staff, charged with tasks for which they have 
limited training or experience, will make increased numbers of errors and may-
well take ill-advised shortcuts. Controls and warning fl ags might be ignored in 
the press to get the job done. Other activities are subject to outsourcing, but who 
ever looks at their system of controls? IT can go either way, I have observed. Their 
staffi ng may be cut back making even more work for people who are always out 
fl at. Or, new systems projects will be brought in (with shorter deadlines), with 
their promise of cost–cutting, staff-saving effi ciencies. This increases workload and 
pressure for IT and for short-staffed users. You know the result. ‘Do more with less’ 
becomes the battle cry.

Audit and Compliance can ‘leverage-up’ during these periods. Now is the time to 
be more focused on the tasks at hand, to take on an even greater ‘can do’ positive 
attitude, and to become fl exible while directed. Determine to be an important part 
of the solution. Help managers in the areas where cuts and change has occurred. 
Keep them from getting a black-eye resulting from unrecognized risks. Step up and 
help them out by being an extra set of management eyes. As necessary, get off the 
independence pedestal and fi x a broken control instead of just reporting it. No one 
will shoot you for taking an action that ensures something bad won’t happen. It 
will be looked upon as value-added. Identify the key control weaknesses in your 
reports but save the ‘nice to have’ recommendations until times get better. Don’t 
make unnecessary work for stressed, overburdened managers. It’s an excellent 
opportunity to make friends in operations.

New Perspectives is printed on paper manufactured using mixed 
sources from well-managed forests, controlled resources and recycled 
wood or fi ber to minimize the environmental impact.

Products with an FSC (Forest Stewardship Council) label support reuse 
of forest resources and are created in accordance with FSC standards 
using postconsumer recycled wood or fi ber. FSC is an international, 
nonprofi t association whose membership comprises environmental 
and social groups and progressive forestry and wood retail companies 
working in partnership to improve forest management worldwide.
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Here at New Perspectives we intend 
to continue adding value to your 
professional development. As you 
know, there are some bright spots on the 
horizon; with billions of government 
dollars destined for healthcare, $19 
billion is earmarked for IT and EHRs. 
This will better prepare healthcare 
for the influx of baby boomers in the 
next few years. Reducing New System 
Risk therefore becomes an apt ‘how to’ 
article coupled with the third in our 
series on the emerging (or shall we say 
struggling) electronic health record by 
Dr. Gelzer. These two articles will help 
you add value for your employer and 
advance quality care for patients. Another 
physician, David Zielske, tells us how 

to audit a complex specialty area of 
the hospital—interventional radiology. 
Having his guidance is a tremendous 
aid in identifying potential revenue-
gain opportunity and regulatory risk 
mitigation. Stefan Keller’s, Background 
Checks article really puts the spotlight on 
where spending a bit of money now can 
prevent paying a bunch of money later 
along with possible reputation damage. 

Another area we have all been very 
concerned with is the Revenue Audit 
Contractor’s activities as government 
efforts expand nationally. Knowing 
how Ken Owens’ health system 
embraced this challenge can help your 
organization remain on track and keep 
its dollars in the bank. John Valenta and 
Chad Philips advise us on curtailing a 
big revenue drain for many providers—

3rd party denials. Even if you are not a 
multi-hospital system, the integrated 
approach taken by the Carolinas Health 
System as their audit and compliance 
functions matured can give you ideas 
on how to leverage the activities of 
those functions at your facility. Finally, 
just when you thought it couldn’t get 
any better, an interview with Steve 
Nouss assures us there is indeed life 
after internal audit. As a former internal 
auditor, we hope you enjoy his career 
path insights.

Although times seem difficult in our 
industry, we have been here before and 
will be again. This is a great time to be in 
audit and compliance. We can do it! New 
Perspectives will help.

I wish you good reading. 
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