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Compliance and Business Ethics Program 2019-
20 
 
June 17, 2020  
Purpose 

As part of the Audit and Finance Committee’s Terms of Reference, an annual review of the 
organization’s compliance and business ethics program is required. This report provides a 
summary of activities that demonstrate Covenant Health’s compliance with this requirement. 

This report is presented for information and discussion. 

Overview 

The Terms of Reference for the Audit and Finance Committee states: 

“Discuss with management the Corporation’s policies and procedures designed to ensure an 
effective compliance and business ethics program, including the Corporation’s business code 
of ethics.” 

For the purpose of this report, “compliance” is interpreted broadly in terms of our 
accountability to both legislation and other corporate compliance best practices (for example, 
as promoted by the Society of Corporate Compliance and Ethics, of which Covenant Health is 
a member), as well as our fidelity to the Catholic social justice and moral tradition.  We are 
expected to abide by both canon law as with civil law, including our obligations to our 
foundational ethics resource, the Health Ethics Guide.   

As evident with the recurring theme in this year’s report, COVID-19 dominated the attention of 
Covenant throughout the last fiscal quarter of FY 2019-20.  

Although our pandemic response understandably disrupted normal business practices and 
temporary paused some quality improvement initiatives, the crisis nevertheless shone a 
spotlight on Covenant’s commitment to organizational integrity, and the enduring ethical 
principles upon which we stand.  

The pandemic also illustrated the relationship; and sometimes, tension between compliance 
and ethics whenever prudential judgments are required in the absence of simplistic black and 
white options.  For example, Covenant was compliant in interpreting and applying Medical 

https://www.corporatecompliance.org/
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Officer of Health directives around visitor restrictions guidelines, while at the same time faithful 
in its ethical approach in trying to balance the safety, dignity and wellbeing of people in our 
care, including attending to the moral distress this triggered for some.   

As attested by our people and mission inspired culture, the crisis repeatedly demonstrated the 
ethical leadership of Covenant’s staff and physicians in navigating these challenges.  It is why 
Covenant is strategically committed to build capacity for ethical reflection and discernment 
throughout all levels of the organization.  

Summary of Evidence 

This report weaves together a sampling of key policies, organizational ethics discernments, 
generative discussions, formation programs and other educational initiatives, as well as 
advocacy and community outreach activity that demonstrates Covenant Health’s compliance 
with the core business focus, or ministry, of Catholic health care. 

Corporate Policies 

In this reporting cycle Covenant Health established a new governance structure overseeing 
changes to how policies are identified, developed/revised, and communicated to the 
organization. The new governance structure ensures closer alignment with relevant Alberta 
Health Services policies that Covenant would either adopt outright, or adapt given our unique 
mission, ethical tradition, and cultural context.  The goal is to right-size the number of policies 
and support documents while enhancing usability, relevance, compliance and support to our 
teams.  

Polices are now organized around 5 core domains: Governance and Ethics, People and 
Teams, Stewardship, Quality of Care, and Clinical Guidance for support documents.  

The following compliance and business ethics related policies were developed and/or 
reviewed/revised as per the required Covenant Health 3-year policy review cycle: 

Governance and Ethics: 
 

• X-15    Access to Personal or Health Information by Individuals  
• VII-B-5   Accommodating Special Requests 
• I-70  Business Continuity Management 
• X-20   Collection and Use of Personal or Health Information  
• X-10    Confidentiality Agreement and Privacy Training  
• X-35    Disclosure of Personal or Health Information to Third Parties 
• III-90    Enterprise Risk Management 
• III-35    Just Culture (Policy Suite)  
• VII-B-30  Patient Request for Specific Health Care Provider 
• IV-30   Preferred Accommodation  
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• X-5    Privacy Accountability  
People and Teams 
 

• II-20    Discipline and Termination  
• II-180    Duty to Accommodate Policy and Procedure - NEW 
• II-35    Exit Interviews  
• II-150   International Recruitment  
• II-130  Occupational Health, Safety & Wellness 
• II-135   Reporting of Incidents, Injury, Illness & Near Misses 
• II-118    Termination of Employment or Department Transfer Stewardship 
• II-125    Vacation Accrual and Utilization  

 
Quality of Care 
 

• III-45    Clinical Adverse Events, Close Call and Hazards  
• VII-B-85  Least Restraint - NEW 
• VII-B-255  Transfer of Patient/Resident Information and Accountability  

 
Stewardship 
 

• IV-45   Accounts Receivable Management 
• I-55   Corporate Vehicle 
• V-A-41  Petty Cash Purchases  

 
 
Board Policies 

A comprehensive suite of key Board policies were reviewed during the past year to ensure 
fiduciary oversight, while upholding the ethical integrity and reputation of our organization as a 
model corporate body.  Collectively, they demonstrate the Board’s compliance with both civil 
and canon law requirements, and other leading governance best practices. 
 
Policy 2.3   Strategic Directions 
Policy 3.5A   Community Boards—Terms of Reference 
Policy 3.5B   Community Board Appointments and Reappointments 
Policy 4.1   Strategic Planning 
Policy 4.5   Community Board Community Engagement 
Policy 4.9   Director Position Description  
Policy 5.1   Relationship between the Board and the CEO  
Policy 5.5   Covenant Health/ Alberta Health Services Relationship 
Policy 5.6   Strategic Management 
Policy 5.14   Communication and Support to the Board 
Policy 5.21   Stakeholder Relationships 
Policy 5.24   Medical Staff Bylaws 
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Educational Strategies 

Essential Education: 

A suite of twelve essential education modules for employees and leaders reside on our CLiC 
workspace to facilitate awareness and compliance to relevant provincial legislation and 
regulatory requirements, including fidelity to the Catholic health care ethical tradition. 

A sampling of these include: 

• Ethics (addressing Covenant’s code of conduct) 
• Fire Safety 
• Infection Prevention and Control 
• Information Privacy  
• Occupational Health and Safety 
• Workplace Abuse and Harassment 

Other CLiC modules specifically address: 

• Biomedical Research Ethics 
• Compliance and Business Ethics 
• Health Ethics Guide 

The external Health Ethics Guide app created last year and circulated widely to 
other national and international Catholic health care ministries is currently being 
evaluated, providing a renewed opportunity for ethics education in light of the 
real-time teachable moments presented by COVID-19.  

This app, along with other internal compliance and business ethics education on 
our Public Interest Disclosure (whistleblower) program, and changes in 
Covenant’s Conflict of Interest policy around gifting thresholds have been 
regularly featured on our Leaders Link and Compass Weekly formats.  

 
 

Leadership and Formation Programs: 
 
Covenant continues to partner with Emmanuel Care in Saskatechewan and Providence 
Health Care in BC in co-facilitating our Foundations in Leadership in Catholic Organizations 
formation program, in which there is a concerted focus on mission and ethics.  This includes 
an emphasis on both our canon law obligations as well as our ethical commitments in light of 
participant’s day to day operational and business realities.   
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Of note this year, the always provocative ethics discussion on mass casualty and other natural 
disaster events, which coincidentally took place immediately prior to COVID-19, serves as an 
opportunity to probe the depth of participant’s fundamental value commitments and ethical 
leanings when tested by such crises.  The active engagement of Covenant participants in the 
exercise underscored again the benchmark strength of our own people in modeling ethical 
integrity, a strength that was born out through our pandemic response. 
 
In addition to Foundations, Covenant hosted the 2019 Leadership Challenge program 
including a week-long residency component and follow-up nine month Action Learning Project 
(ALP).  Six participants of this year’s cohort were selected to address this specific ALP topic:  
 

“How can we further enhance our capacity for ethical reflection and discernment 
through all layers of the Covenant family, including leveraging our ethics expertise to 
support other Catholic health care organizations nationally/internationally?” 

 
Their final report of recommendations and the capstone event of the Leadership Challenge 
typically held in March/April was delayed due to COVID-19, however the heightened 
awareness around ethics frameworks and organizational integrity during pandemic provided 
this ALP team real-time assessment of strengths, gaps, of opportunities to build on.   
 
Covenant’s capacity building project parallels a national initiative spearheaded by the Catholic 
Health Alliance of Canada, in anticipation of a looming succession planning crisis among 
competently trained ethicists to support sponsored works into the future.  Although COVID-19 
has certainly been unrelenting during the past few months, pandemics tend to be a cyclical in 
nature, whereas politically charged and morally divisive issues like Medical Assistance in 
Dying continue to test Catholic health care ministries in balancing fidelity to both civil and 
canon law. 
 
This risk highlights the importance of both Covenant’s internal capacity building project, and 
that of the Alliance, knowing such issues will challenge clinical, operational, administrative, 
and governance levels of the organization.   

Generative Discussions: 

Covenant Health’s capacity for deepening ethical reflection and discernment is also evident 
with the growing practice of facilitated generative discussions a senior leadership and Board 
tables, often addressing complex value-laden, social justice issues.  In that regard, they are 
both educational in nature, as well as formative, prompting in some instances a strategy or 
policy response. 

In the past fiscal year, generative conversations examined:  
• Catholic leadership and the relationship with other ministries / communities we serve; 
• Pending changes to MAID eligibility criteria; 
• Innovation and a roadmap for the future (including the ethical implications of Artificial 

Intelligence); 
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• The burgeoning patient and resident safety movement; 
• Risks and opportunities around Covenant’s contractual relationship with funders, and; 
• Our response strategy to governmental priorities. 

 
The ease in which the Board and senior leadership team engage complex, value-laden 
discussions, and discern options for strategic consideration is a testament to its maturity and 
capacity for ethical reflection, setting the tone upon which Covenant’s entire Compliance and 
Business Ethics Program hangs. 
 

Public Interest Disclosure (Whistleblower Protection) Act Annual Report 

As per our obligations under Alberta legislation, Covenant Health’s annual report detailing our 
disclosure activity has been submitted to the Office of the Public Interest Commissioner in 
April 2020.  A copy of the report can be found here. 

Covenant Health’s whistleblower hotline is tested regularly and any disclosures or general 
queries are acknowledged and acted on within the prescribed time frames, as stipulated under 
our policy and provincial legislation.  

 

 
 
The first Mission Collaboration Initiative Summit was held this past year, bringing together a 
roster of advisors and other key stakeholders from the continuum of Catholic ministries to 
support the Alberta bishops in identifying and proactively responding to complex legal, political 
and moral issues.  
 
The inherent value of MCI to deploy robust environmental scanning and discernment quickly 
was put to good use given a test case around conversion therapy that surfaced in advance of 
the Summit.  Covenant’s board, executive and staff contribution to successfully launching MCI 
and its first Summit and discernment reflects the organization’s reputation for ethical 
leadership, and capacity to grapple with such complex issues.  
  
 
Mission Discernments 
 
Six major mission discernments were commenced the past fiscal year.  In addition, two urgent 
discernments related to COVID-19 were completed, as well as ad hoc consult support 
regarding ongoing residential care fee accommodation issues. Due to workload demands by 
stakeholders during the pandemic, several of the discernments were paused and/or remain in 
progress.    

https://www.covenanthealth.ca/media/124973/annual-report-fy-2019-20.pdf
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• Allocation of industry sponsored education grants – one completed, and one in process 
• Conversion therapy - completed (commissioned by the Mission Collaboration Initiative) 
• Hospice placement processes; preferred versus first bed available options – in process 
• LGBQT2S position statement and response to community events – in process 
• Occupational Health Nurse competing roles and role conflict – in process 
• Preferential access of personal protective equipment during COVID-19 - completed 
• Recruitment policy and possible exceptions for out-of-scope postings – in process 
• Single site visitor restrictions during COVID-19 - completed (adopted by the Alliance) 
• Waiver of alternative level of care accommodation charges – in process 
 
The increasing range of issues identified for discernment, as well as the diverse cross-section 
of leaders requesting support illustrates the deepening capacity for ethical reflection and 
discernment at Covenant, in keeping with our People and Culture Strategy.  As in past years, 
the process of mission discernment helps our organization address significant ethical issues 
from a Catholic social justice and moral tradition, framed around our core values.   
 
Covenant Health’s Mission Discernment Tool is recognized as a Leading Practice by 
Accreditation Canada in helping facilitate such thought leadership, which has now been 
adopted by Catholic Health Sponsors of Canada. Covenant also routinely shares its 
discernment outcomes with Catholic Health Alliance of Canada partners facing similar 
challenges, as noted above with the recent visitor restrictions policy. 
 
As with all discernment activity, the ultimate goal is to clarify organizational clarity to support 
morally defensible decisions vis-à-vis our funder, sponsor, and the public we serve, including 
a framework to develop resulting policies, priorities, and other key public statements.  
 
 
Ethics Centre 
 
The Covenant Heath Ethics Centre continues to respond to consult requests (72 total for this 
fiscal year compared to 92 total for 2018-2019).  Although the Centre staff are primarily 
engaged in clinical ethics consultation, their work is taking on a more organizational and 
business ethics involvement, as attested by the discernments Centre staff led or participated 
in.   
 
This trend highlights the importance of the work of the Ethics Centre, including quality 
improvement efforts facilitated by the Ethisphere benchmarking process, staff and board 
education (e.g., the Rural Leaders Ethics Forum and the Ethics Fall Retreat), expansion of 
province-wide ethics committees, and collaboration and input with policy development and 
organizational processes.  Tools and resources, including this report, are also made available 
on its Business Ethics page.  
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Work continues in preparation for transitioning the Ethics Centre into the Ethics and 
Discernment Centre, to provide for a public-facing consulting and educational service given 
the lack of such resources in the broader Catholic and secular business communities.  Design 
of the refreshed website is currently underway with expected launch by the end of the fiscal 
year.   
 
The goal also involves integrating Covenant’s Diversity and Inclusion activities with the 
Centre, given the inherent ethical and compliance implications of the diversity movement, from 
Human Rights and labour law legislation, Catholic social teaching, Indigenous health, and 
other interest groups advocacy.  

 
Ethisphere – 2019 Ethics Quotient (EQ™) Benchmarking Report 
 
For the fifth consecutive year, Covenant Health was designated by the Ethisphere® Institute 
in 2020 as one of the World’s Most Ethical Companies®.  Ethisphere benchmarks 
participating companies from around the world against a comprehensive set of ethics 
standards and leading business compliance best practices.  
Our voluntary participation provides Covenant Health with an Ethics Quotient Analytical 
Scorecard with comparative rankings along 5 areas of ethical performance. Covenant Health 
is the only Canadian healthcare provider to ever receive this designation. 
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within 2 hours)
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1-2 days)
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Consultation by Urgency
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With input and oversight provided by the Enterprise Risk Management committee and our 
Senior Leadership Team, an annual quality improvement plan is developed. The plan is 
informed by the Ethics Quotient Analytical Scorecard, as well as Covenant’s own 
organizational priorities, capacity needs, resource capabilities, and industry trends. The 
resulting quality improvement plan identifies areas of opportunity and recognized areas of 
strength, in order to drive quality improvement. 
 
A highlight of the quality improvement plan this year includes a focus on thought leadership 
solutions and ethical considerations from the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as capturing 
lessons learned. 
 
Additionally, work will continue on our refreshed Diversity and Inclusion work plan, which 
includes exploring strategies to diversify all levels of leadership across the organization, 
including the Board.  
 
Covenant Health has engaged with the two other Canadian recipients of the Ethisphere 
designation (BMO and Capital Power), and has become a member of the Edmonton Integrity 
Network. This network brings together local ethics, privacy and compliance professionals to 
promote leading practices and to discuss common challenges in managing the ethics, privacy 
and compliance functions. 
 
Further, in keeping with our commitment to deepen capacity for ethical reflection and 
discernment, an updated educational toolkit on Ethisphere has been provided to leaders, and 
in person education is provided upon request.  
 
 
Risk Management, Internal Controls and Audit 
 
In the past fiscal year, Internal and External Auditors have validated and closed six internal 
control recommendations and issued two new recommendations; thereby, leaving 20 
recommendations outstanding as of March 31st, 2020.  Of the outstanding recommendations, 
seven have been implemented and are awaiting validation from the auditors and management 
has accepted the risk regarding one recommendation, leaving 12 recommendations in 
progress. The majority of the 12 recommendations are scheduled to be implemented over the 
coming year serving to enhance the equipment and inventory management, information 
technology, human resources and financial processes. 
 
Covenant Health continues to mature the Enterprise Risk Management (ERM) program, which 
is evidenced by implementing an Internal Controls Framework (ICF) in March 2020.  The ICF 
has been created to effectively and efficiently develop and maintain systems of internal control 
to mitigate risks identified in Covenant Health’s ERM Framework.  The first phase of ICF 
implementation is concentrating on the external financial statements for processes that are 
completed by Covenant Health. 
 
Over the past year, Management continued to work with Internal and External Auditors on an 
assurance strategy given that the ICF has been implemented and Covenant Health relies on 
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Alberta Health Services to provide shared services for information technology (IT), payroll, 
accounts receivable and portions of our procure to pay processes.  The Risk Management 
and Internal Controls department (RMIC), Internal and External Audit collaborated on the 
current year IT general control testing approach and realized a savings of approximately 
$40,000 from the initial External Audit fee estimate.  We will continue to work on a long term 
assurance strategy with Internal and External Auditors to ensure an integrated and risk-based 
approach that can be included in Covenant Health’s ICF. 
 
RMIC has performed risk and control assessments related to COVID-19 to ensure compliance 
to policies and procedures, all while adjusting to a new working environment.  Over the next 
couple of months, RMIC will review the lessons learned through our COVID-19 response thus 
far to update the Strategic Risk Register and determine if further risk mitigation strategies are 
required.   
 
Advocacy and Community Outreach 
 
Building on the Indigenous health education modules rolled out last year, Covenant Health 
took the next incremental steps towards realizing our commitments under the Truth and 
Reconciliation Calls to Action, itself representing a moral and social obligation as a ministry of 
the Church.  We have continued to develop relationships with Tribal leaders and councils, 
including Alberta Health Services’ Population, Public & Indigenous Health Strategic Clinical 
Network to explore partnership opportunities, and to deepen our understanding of the health 
disparities impacting First Nations communities.  
 
Human Trafficking education, intervention, and advocacy also continued this year, and is 
expected to remain a focus for Covenant Health’s compliance and business ethics program 
based on the number of ongoing education requests.  At the time of this report, the Alberta 
Government appointed the Human Trafficking Task Force, which will undoubtedly prompt 
further staff awareness when interacting with suspected victims in our care, or even among 
our employ. Asides from the ethical considerations, Covenant will continue to monitor what 
additional reporting requirements may be required as the Task Force gains momentum.  
 
And finally, the expected surge in mental health needs in the wake of COVID-19 underscores 
our ethical obligations to fostering a mental health friendly environment for both staff and 
patients/residents alike. This includes resources we routinely offer our staff, from Critical 
Incident Stress Management, the Employee Family Assistance Program, and Mental Health 
First Aid.  Together with the renewal of interest in Moral Distress education are but a few 
examples of the many resources our People Oversight Committee ensured were in place and 
easily accessible to our staff during, and after the pandemic.  
 
From a compliance and business ethics perspective, we recognize the reciprocal duties we 
owe our staff who are on the front lines of Covenant’s COVID-19 response, and bore a 
disproportionate weight of responsibility and risk.  Obviously, this includes the contractual and 
legal obligations we owe our people to ensure a safe workplace such as personal protective 
equipment, as well as the moral obligation and assurance to stand by them should they 
become sick or fall in the line of duty.   
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The Health Ethics Guide statement on the duty to care, in which Covenant drafted, speaks to 
these reciprocal duties.  It underscores yet again the relationship between compliance and 
ethics, and how our organization continually aspires to integrate both within our culture. 
 

Summary 

The information in this report gives a representative sample of how Covenant Health is 
committed to building capacity for ethical reflection and discernment across the entire 
organization, from clinical to business ethics; and from compliance to generative discussions 
and thought leadership.   

The challenges and issues that we face as an organization are often complex and emotional.  
Nowhere was this more evident that during the early months of COVID-19.  Yet throughout 
this challenge, and in responding to the daily operational, administrative and governance 
challenges apart from pandemic, we demonstrate an intentional commitment to ethics.   
 
As noted in the introduction to this report, there can be sometimes a tension between 
compliance and ethics, insofar as the natural human resistance in being forced to comply in 
doing something, especially without a cogent rationale.  We are buoyed by what we saw 
manifest during COVID-19 of the spontaneous, generous, and committed efforts of our staff 
and physicians to step up, even at personal risk to themselves.  They did so not because of 
some extrinsic, contractual reason, but rather the intrinsic motivation of doing the right thing 
simply because it was the right thing to do.  
 
This is the deepest meaning of compliance – to what lies within the heart.  And the heart of 
Covenant’s culture has never been more inspired by an ethos of compassion and service.  


