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Before working in healthcare, I had no idea two separate 

worlds existed in the industry. There is the realm the  

public experiences when receiving care, and the world  

we, as industry workers, experience delivering that care  

or supporting caregivers. 

In the latter world, physicians fight each other over 

patients, hospital administrators fight with physicians over 

compensation, providers fight payers over reimbursement, 

and healthcare workers fight each other over workflow 

and turf issues. It is this other world where the politics of 

healthcare is alive, influencing how care is delivered, and  

for those of us in compliance, shaping how we resolve 

critical regulatory issues. 

It is interesting, in a laugh-at-myself way, that when in 
college, I majored in political science with zero interest 
of ever being a politician. I enjoyed reading, writing and 
learning about our government. Plus my math and science 
skills were horrible, which explains why the administrative 
side of healthcare has more appeal. 

Now I look back over nearly 20 years in a career that has 
required me to play politician on a daily basis. Whether 
it is obtaining buy-in from leaders who are defensive or 
resolving conflicts, maintaining a successful compliance 
program requires navigating relationships like a career 
politician. This article addresses some useful strategies  
to steer a compliance agenda through a world of political 
self-interests. 

Feat u re

By Jay P. Anstine, JD 

No matter whom you work for or where you work in this industry, a common reality is that the business 
of healthcare is political. Successfully navigating the organizational politics of healthcare can significantly 

enhance the effectiveness of a compliance leader. 
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The Politics of Healthcare



   NP Digital Insights14   NP Digital Insights14

UNDERSTAND THE POLITICAL 
LANDSCAPE
It is common for compliance professionals to be in the 
middle of a political battle between leaders while trying to 
resolve an issue. 

When new to an organization, educating yourself on the 
political landscape is important. Who are the key leaders in 
the organization? Which ones get along, and which ones 
are a little testy with one another? One way to begin finding 
this information is to arrange meet and greet sessions 
with the key leaders. Allocating 30 minutes to an hour is 
generally necessary to facilitate introductions, exchange of 
backgrounds and understanding of each other’s role and 
responsibilities in the organization. 

These meetings are a first step to understanding not 
only who the leaders are, but also to get a sense of their 
personalities. These meetings will also give you a sense of 
the working relationships among the leaders. Even if you 
have been with an organization for some time, it is not too 
late to arrange this type of meeting. They may be especially 
useful if you encounter a defensive leader, or a new leader 
has joined the organization. 

Another component of the political landscape is identifying 
the political self-interests of leaders. For example, a hospital 
CEO will have pressures such as performance goals set by 
the board, maintaining positive relationships with physicians, 
and representing the organization to civic leaders as a good 
community member. 

Recognizing these types of political self-interest allows  
you to identify the reasons behind certain decisions.  
When you have this insight, you are in a better position 
to predict objections from leaders and find solutions to 
accommodate not only their interest, but your own interest  
in maintaining compliance.

BUILD RELATIONSHIPS
One of the biggest hurdles is to obtain buy-in to compliance 
from the leaders in the organization. Though you may not 
feel like a politician, it is often necessary to play one for the 
greater good of the compliance program. 

Obtaining buy-in can be particularly challenging with leaders 
that are defensive regarding the work you do. It is fairly 

common for a defensive leader to say to a compliance 
professional, “You just don’t know operations.” 

Feelings of defensiveness are typically rooted in a belief we 
either do not understand their work or we are trying to tell 
them how to do their job. In an effort to break down these 
barriers, build strong relationships by finding ways to show 
that you understand their work. Your success depends 
heavily upon all leaders buying into a culture of compliance. 
Establishing trust, building rapport and supporting leadership 
are proven ways to build strong relationships.

WORK ON RELATIONSHIPS
Building rapport is about establishing a mutual under-
standing. In the long term, you want this mutual 
understanding to be about compliance, but to get there,  
it must first be about the defensive leader—who they are  
and the realities of the work they do. 

Meet and greet sessions are a great first step in establishing 
and building rapport. Use those meetings to discover their 
story. How did they get into whatever it is they do? Did they 
experience a mid-life career change? Was there a single 
inspiring or traumatic event that led to a calling to go into 
healthcare? Whatever their story, identifying it carries  
the potential for establishing a mutual connection on  
a personal level. 

Find out what they like to do when they’re not working.  
Do they have any special hobbies or interests? Do they follow 
a particular sports team or listen to a certain music genre? 
Encouraging these types of discussions go a long way 
toward establishing rapport with leaders.  

Take an active interest in the work they do. What specific 
functions or services are provided in the operations they 
oversee? How does their 
department interact with 
other departments? How 
many people report to 
this leader? Who does 
this leader report to? 
Ask to shadow staff or 
have the leader walk you 
through the department 
(literally or figuratively). 

One of the  

biggest hurdles  

is to obtain buy-in  

from the leaders. 
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Most leaders, even defensive ones, welcome the opportunity 
to show off their departments. If they are resistant, you can 
always respond that understanding their operations will 
help you resolve issues for them later on. If you take time 
to understand their operations, the “you just don’t know 
operations” becomes less of a viable argument and it will 
start to disappear.

SUPPORT LEADERS
A healthcare leader’s role is to make the best possible 
business decision for the organization and its stakeholders, 
particularly its patients. Another way to build strong 
relationships with leaders is to present your role not as an 
obstacle, but as a support. One significant way to support 
your leaders is by starting from a mental place of “Maybe” 
instead of “No!” when giving an initial opinion to a leader’s 
business proposal. 

Regulatory issues are a world of gray, because they need 
to fit various circumstances over time. When it comes to 
business objectives and regulations, there is clearly conduct 
you cannot engage in, but workable solutions can often be 
found that do not jeopardize compliance. 

To get there requires understanding each other’s points of 
view. For you, that means understanding the challenges they 
may face such as board pressure or meeting organizational 
goals. For them, that means understanding the big picture 
if compliance is jeopardized (e.g., patient complaints, 
government audit, an investigation, a fine, or newspaper 
headlines). Additionally, leaders will have to make some 
concessions that will require creative thinking and persuasion 
on your part to provide a solution they can live with.

Starting from a place of “Maybe” with a leader means you 
are keeping an open mind to finding a workable solution. 
This encourages them to come to you at the beginning for 
guidance rather than avoiding you and necessitating cleanup 
on the back end. Over time, they will become more engaged 
in compliance. There certainly will be times when the only 
answer is “No,” but you should only get there after first 
exhausting all other options.

In addition to leading from a place of “Maybe,” you can also 
support them by recognizing when they are supporting you. 
For example, assume that the lab director hands you some 
discharge instructions she found on a table in the ED waiting 
area. The lab director says “Hey, I found these laying around 
in the ED waiting area. I’m not sure where they go, but 
wanted to make sure they didn’t end up in the trash.”  

Continuing with the scenario, after conducting the necessary 
risk assessment under HIPAA, think about sending the lab 
director a handwritten thank you note. Let her know you 
appreciated her efforts to make sure the information got to 
safe place to prevent a potential breach. Sending a note is 
not trying to be her best friend, it supports her dedication to 
compliance. It also encourages her to continue to support 
compliance and model that behavior to her employees. 

You might also copy the note to her supervisor. Supporting 
leaders is an investment in your time, and your opportunity 
may come when you are very busy. But if you put forth the 
effort, you will experience a return on your investment in  
the form of stronger relationships with your leaders.

DIPLOMACY INFLUENCES 
BEHAVIOR
As compliance professionals, we are also political figures 
within the organization. From consulting, to educating 
staff, to performing audits, we are constantly in positions 
to influence the actions of others. When trying to obtain 
buy-in, your chances for success will greatly improve if 
you are employing a diplomatic approach. Here are some 
approaches that help.

KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE 
Influencing behavior through diplomacy will improve by  
using stories your audience can relate to. 

Building 
rapport is  

about establishing  
a mutual  

understanding.
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For example, if you are educating a nursing unit on HIPAA 
and safeguarding protected health information (PHI), you 
might use an example common to their daily life—thank you 
notes from a new mother. 

You would explain that when the nurses receive a thank 
you note with identifying information, such as the mother’s 
name, that is PHI and must be safeguarded. To help nurses 
avoid placing such notes in a public area, you would offer 
alternatives such as a location away from public view, 
redacting the patient’s name or possibly obtaining patient 
consent. Using relatable examples sends a message that 
you understand their world and it improves the odds the 
message will be understood and remembered.

KNOW THE DECISION-MAKING 
CULTURE
The healthcare business is fast paced and full of uncertainty. 
Knowing how decisions are made will help you to be efficient, 
and you can anticipate the questions you will be asked in the 
decision-making process. 

For example, assume that, as the compliance officer, part 
of your role is reviewing physician payments to ensure 
appropriate documentation. One day you discover that the 
Surgery Chair submitted timesheets that lack sufficient detail 
describing the work performed. 

Before discussing the issue with the CEO, you can anticipate 
that he or she will ask whether there have been past issues, 
and whether the CFO has been made aware of the issue. 
Additionally, he or she may ask if you have made corrective 
action attempts, such as addressing the issue directly with 
the physician or engaging another physician leader to assist  
in correcting the conduct. 

In diplomatic communications, you should always try 
to be thinking at least three steps ahead especially in 
communications where political self-interests are involved. 

Knowing how decisions are made and anticipating a leaders’ 
questions demonstrates diplomacy by empathizing with 
their role. Having this understanding better positions you to 
identify solutions that will appeal to both of your interests and 
makes the most efficient use of your time and theirs.

VIEWS VS. POSITIONS
It is important to understand points of view and to distinguish 
interests from positions during times of conflict. There will be 
times when there is no other option than to resolve a conflict. 
There are many reasons why conflict exists, including 
opposing viewpoints, competition among co-workers, false 
assumptions, and/or lack of information. When finding a 
solution, ensure you fully understand the points of view of all 
parties involved. What would each side like to see happen 
and why? 

When finding a resolution in times of conflict, be sure you 
can distinguish a party’s position from their interest. Positions 
are what someone will say they want whereas an interest 
is why they want it. Positions tend to be subjective wants, 
whereas interests are objective needs. In order to bring about 
resolution diplomatically, focus on solutions that address 
interests, not positions. 

CONCLUSION
The political nature of the healthcare industry is a common 
reality you will face no matter where you go. Navigating 
a compliance agenda through the politics of healthcare 
requires an understanding of political self-interests, building 
strong relationships with leaders and using diplomacy to 
influence the actions of others. Depending on a persons’ 
appetite/tolerance for politics, some may view these 
challenges as stressful. See these as opportunities to grow 
and develop professionally, which is why, despite never 
wanting to go into politics, there is a part of me that enjoys 
the politics in this world of healthcare compliance. DI
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