
   NP Digital Insights20

Feat u re

A talk with AHIA Board Chair  
Jim Passey, MPH, FACHE, CHC, CHPC

Jim reports to the chief executive officer. His team of  
10 professionals in internal audit, compliance, privacy and  
IT security helps protect and safeguard HonorHealth.  
The internal auditors perform various audits including 
technology, construction, compliance and financial.

Jim is the 2018 AHIA Board Chair. He has been an  
active AHIA volunteer for 18 years. During that time, he  
has been an annual conference speaker, a member of  
the annual conference committee, and vice chair and 
secretary/treasurer of the board. Jim generously answered  
our questions. 

What is your background?
When I was 17 years old I started in hospitals as an in-house 
patient transporter and have migrated to various positions 
including business planning and development, compliance, 
risk management and internal audit. I also served as a hospital 
administrator for several years. My education includes a pre-
med undergraduate degree and my master’s degree in public 
health with an emphasis in health administration.

What attracted you to internal auditing?
My first foray into internal audit was somewhat of a fluke.  
I was interviewing for a compliance officer position and the 
organization thought it would make sense to combine internal 
audit with the compliance position so I assumed both roles. 
Auditing and monitoring are natural aspects of an effective 
compliance program, but internal audit helped me expand 
that skill set rapidly. I have since always encouraged my 
compliance colleagues to become more adept in their internal 
audit skills.

What has been your biggest career challenge? 
I became the administrator of a 344-bed hospital at a youthful 
age. Although I was confident in my abilities, I had much to 
learn and also had to prove that I could do the job despite my 
inexperience. I found the best approach to being successful 
was following my inner moral compass. No matter how difficult 
the challenge, I found that if I always did what was right for our 
patients, our staff and the physician community, everything 
would somehow work itself out.

Questions and Answers: 

Jim Passey is Vice President, Chief Audit & Compliance Officer at HonorHealth in Scottsdale, Ariz. He has over 
25 years of healthcare experience in compliance, ethics, risk management, internal audit, business planning 

and development, and hospital administration.   
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What assignments moved your career forward?
I became a compliance officer when the role was first 
created in the industry in the late 90s. It was challenging to 
educate people on what the role was and how they should 
interact with me while I was trying to understand the role 
myself. The compliance role helped me get involved in  
areas that I never would have been involved, and gave me  
a tremendous learning opportunity.

Why did you join your current employer? 
HonorHealth is a nice size, not so big to be bureaucratic but 
not so small that it lacks the means to be successful. The 
people in the organization are great, senior management is 
very supportive, and I really enjoy the sun here in Arizona! 

What is most motivating about your work?
I enjoy the variety of subject matter in my role and the ability 
to work with about anyone and anywhere in the organization. 
Also, our role is mostly helpful in looking to fix problems that 
management may not always be able to tackle. To know we 
can make a positive difference is very satisfying.

What industry problem would you like  
to eliminate?
Healthcare organizations are focused on sickness, which 
is disappointing to me. For the most part, reimbursement 
models do not motivate healthcare organizations to keep 
patients healthy. Healthcare organizations wait for sickness 
to occur and then treat the damage. Quality of life, the cost 
of healthcare and overall societal productivity would improve 
exponentially if our approach was to create a true “health” 
care system.

What will healthcare look like in 10 years?
I think the future of healthcare will be molded by 
technological advances. Clinical pathways, reimbursement 
structures, patient longevity and the availability of information 

will all change the way healthcare is delivered. Consumerism 
will also better empower people to take control of their own 
health and become active participants in the wellness process.

How will healthcare internal audit look in 10 years? 
Internal audit’s function will continue to be in demand in 
the coming decade. Change is taking place at a rapidly 
increasing rate. Change creates uncertainty, and uncertainty 
creates variability. Variability creates risk, errors and 
inefficiencies. Internal audit can help identify the harmful 
effects of change and offer viable solutions to the challenges 
of change. Internal audit will continue to be a relevant player 
at the table as healthcare navigates the coming decades.

Special strengths and attributes of your IA team?
Our team is made up of very competent and skilled internal 
audit professionals. Working with people you know will do 
the job right the first time and provide high quality work is a 
pleasure. Consistent high performance adds credibility to 
what we do and makes it easier to engage in projects when 
the process owners we audit know that it will be done well.

Your proudest part of your IA program?
Although still a work in progress, we have recently made 
great headway in conducting our comprehensive, annual risk 
assessment. The exercise has really increased everyone’s 
awareness of the importance of the process. Also, I have 
noticed a lot more conversations around how to enhance 
the process and make it more meaningful, including more 
robust discussions at the board level. We are embarking on 
a journey of improving the effectiveness of our enterprise risk 
management function, which I think will only increase our 
awareness and management of risk.

Soft skills important to internal auditors?
Soft skills can make or break an internal audit function.  
I’ve seen too many highly competent and skilled auditors fail 
miserably because they simply couldn’t characterize their 
findings in a productive and meaningful way. Auditors need 
to be able to communicate what they do in a way that is 
helpful and adds value.

Most people don’t necessarily like to be audited, but many 
like to be given opportunities to improve and be better at 
what they do. Internal auditors need to find the right balance 
to clearly communicate issues while fostering a level of 
acceptance and appreciation for the need.

Clinical pathways,  
reimbursement structures,  
patient longevity and the  

availability of information  
will all change the way  
healthcare is delivered. 
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Changes expected in your team?
Our organization previously had an outsourced arrangement 
with a large audit firm. The scope of work is slowly changing 
towards more internal staff, which we are beginning to 
add. The need will always exist for outside subject-matter 
expertise. The trick is finding the right balance between 
internal versus external resources to maximize outcomes 
and manage costs.

Tips for aspiring CAEs?
I would encourage those seeking to become chief audit 
executives (CAEs) to expand their horizon in the industry.  
If you’re only focusing on internal audit resources as your 
go-to guidance, that may be too narrow. When you become 
a CAE, you will be rubbing shoulders with people who have 
a very wide range of skill sets and awareness of the industry. 
Seek to learn as much as you can about the operations of 
your organization and the industry in general.

CAEs need to think more strategically as opposed to 
operationally, which is the side of the business many grow 
up in. For example, I have valued my involvement in the 
American College of Healthcare Executives as one way of 
gaining a broader understanding of how executives think 
and how to work with them at the strategic level.

Favorite AHIA membership benefit?
The publications are great and the annual conference is 
not to be missed, but the greatest benefit I get from my 
membership in AHIA is networking. I enjoy bouncing ideas 
off other people going through similar challenges, and then 
sharing resources and approaches.

Your focus as board chair?
AHIA is in the initial stages of making our healthcare auditor 
certification a reality. Although this program will launch next 
year, I see my role as this year’s board chair to set the stage 
for certification success in years to come. AHIA has some 
great volunteer leadership in this area so my role is mostly  
to support their efforts at the board level.

Publications you read?
Of course, I always read New Perspectives and Digital 
Insights! I find the topics and articles of immediate use in  
my work and important to keep on my risk radar. I also  
enjoy the ongoing publications of the Institute of Internal 
Auditors (IIA). In support of my other roles, Compliance 

Today and the Journal on Health Care Compliance offer 
important information.

How has social media impacted you? 
LinkedIn has been a professional boost for me by not 
only in connecting me with others but also by getting my 
name out in the industry. I often receive notes from other 
professionals asking about how I approach issues and 
requesting the sharing of good ideas. Also, having your 
virtual resume out there for future job opportunities never 
hurts. Like many in our industry, headhunters frequently call 
looking for quality people. These calls have provided me 
with personal opportunities and given me the opportunity 
to refer others for their own professional advancement.

How do you revitalize yourself? 
I enjoy cycling and reading as the means of pushing my 
reset button. Cycling gives me time to think on the open 
stretches of Arizona’s thoroughfares and reading expands 
my mind to other times, places and perspectives.

Favorite entertainment?
Over the past few years, I have embarked on a study 
of American history by reading biographies and 
autobiographies of American presidents, most recently 
the Personal Memoirs of Ulysses S. Grant. Reading each 
president’s life story is fun for me and provides a view  
of American history through the lens of each president. 
On the popular entertainment side, I enjoy science fiction 
thriller movies and, as far as music, it is all about rock  
and roll for me.

Final thoughts?
Our association serves as a meaningful resource for its 
members. I encourage everyone to become active. Get 
involved, give back and you will realize the considerable 
benefits available. Lastly, I look forward to seeing everyone 
at our annual conference in San Diego in August. DI

AHIA is in the  
initial stages of making  
our healthcare auditor  
certification a reality.

 




