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I
n M

ay 2018, Jes Staley, C
EO

 of Barclays, the m
ultina-

tional investm
ent bank and financial services firm

, w
as 

fined by the Financial C
onduct Authority and Prudential 

R
egulation Authority for actions that risked underm

ining 
confidence in the com

pany’s w
histleblow

ing procedures. 
H

is behaviour fell short of “the standard of due skill, care 
and diligence expected”. H

e also repaid a substantial part of 
his bonus, w

hile Barclays w
as required to provide details of its 

w
histleblow

ing procedures to regulators on an annual basis. 
T

he incident show
ed that, despite m

easures taken by 
regulators in recent years, and the procedures adopted by 
organisations, im

plem
enting effective speak-up procedures 

rem
ains a challenge for m

any organisations. 
O

ver the last five years, together w
ith research colleagues 

K
ate K

enny and W
im

 Vandekerckhove, I have researched 
w

histleblow
ing, studying its benefits, the plight of w

histle-
blow

ers, the effi
cacy of speak-up processes and m

uch m
ore. 

W
e have developed evidence-based guidelines and  

recom
m

endations that senior m
anagers, H

R
 professionals,  

and com
pliance offi

cers can use to design and im
plem

ent 
effective speak-up arrangem

ents.

The benefits of speaking-up
W

histleblow
ing is encouraged and protected in m

any  
jurisdictions because it is considered to be beneficial for  
organisations and society. W

ithout protection, the fate of  
the w

histleblow
er is, all too frequently, to be actively silenced, 

discouraged and vilified, suffering econom
ically and ill-health.

W
histleblow

ers, in the m
ain, are not narcissistic attention- 

seekers, betraying their colleagues. Instead, our research show
s 

that they tend to be people w
ho have a regulatory obligation to 

report, or feel a strong duty to the norm
s of their profession. 

T
hey act out of a desire to stop w

rongdoing and prevent it 
from

 recurring. A
nd they do so, often, w

ith great concern 
about w

hether their actions w
ill harm

 their colleagues, or the 
im

age of the organisation that they w
ant to protect.

A
s for organisations, they should not fear w

histleblow
ers. 

T
here are m

any incentives for setting up robust w
histleblow

ing 
procedures. For exam

ple, raising concerns helps to identify 
w

rongdoing in organisations, som
ething they seem

 to find 
diffi

cult, even w
hen w

rongdoing is system
ic. N

or is it sensible 
for organisations to signal that turning a blind eye to w

rong-
doing is appropriate behaviour. Tolerance of organisational 
w

rongdoing and cover-ups can even translate into a m
istrust  

of dem
ocratic and other im

portant institutions.
A

nd, if trouble is stored up over tim
e, w

hen w
rongdoing 

finally com
es to light the dam

age is often far greater than if 
it had been detected earlier. It can result in financial dam

age 
and falling share price, in addition to the costs of fixing the 
problem

. R
esearch show

s that 40 per cent of 5,000 firm
s 

studied had suffered from
 serious econom

ic crim
es resulting  

in an average of m
ore than $3 m

illion each in losses. W
hile 

the 2017–2018 G
lobal Fraud and R

isk R
eport by global  

risk consultants, K
roll, show

s that insiders w
ere the m

ain 
perpetrators of fraud and w

histleblow
ers, rather than internal 

audit or m
anagem

ent, w
ere the m

ost effective m
eans of 

uncovering fraud, exposing 47 per cent of fraud incidents.
A

dopting robust procedures can help organisations avoid  
the reputational dam

age that accom
panies a situation  

w
here a w

histleblow
er feels com

pelled to take a m
atter public.  

It should also reduce the prospects of the w
histleblow

er 
suffering dam

aging repercussions.
Som

e m
ight argue that suffi

cient legislation and regulations 
are in place to protect w

histleblow
ers in m

any countries.  
But evidence, including our ow

n observations, suggests  
that legislation is failing to protect w

histleblow
ers adequately 

and is not being translated into appropriate practices  
w

ithin organisations. 
T

he barriers to adequate protection of w
histleblow

ers are 
m

any. Senior m
anagers com

plicit in or at least indifferent to 
w

rongdoing, toxic organisational cultures, visibly poor treat-
m

ent of w
histleblow

ers, a lack of action or change after raising 
concerns - these are all deterrents to speaking up. 

O
rganisations need to go beyond paying lip service to 

the notion of enabling and protecting w
histleblow

ing and 
im

plem
ent genuinely effective speaking up arrangem

ents. In 
our paper D

esigning and Implementing Effective Speak-up Arrangements 
w

e set out 12 recom
m

endations to help organisations do this. It 
is w

orth highlighting som
e of the key them

es that underpin our 
recom

m
endations.

Channels and access
It is im

portant to provide easy access to speak-up  
arrangem

ents. In practice, this m
eans providing a range of 

different channels because trust in the process, built through 
fam

iliarity and positive experiences, is likely to lead to changes 
in the channels that are used the m

ost. T
hese channels include, 

and this is not exhaustive, inform
al channels, em

ail and w
eb 

applications, internal and external hotlines, and independent 
external advice.

It is also im
portant to m

ake allow
ances for cultural factors. 

O
ur research suggests that culture affects the channels that 

em
ployees prefer to use to voice concerns. For exam

ple, 
em

ployees in the U
K

, U
S and Latin A

m
erica w

ere less w
illing 

to use an external om
budsperson to raise concerns than 

em
ployees in G

erm
any, the M

iddle East, and A
sian countries. 

Firm
s that ignore cultural differences, that try to standardise 

speak-up arrangem
ents across territories, risk m

aking the 
process m

ore diffi
cult to access for m

any em
ployees. A

nother 
exam

ple of how
 firm

s can enable access to speak-up arrange-
m

ents is by providing channels in m
ultiple languages – at least 

in the local languages spoken by em
ployees.
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Responsiveness and feedback
Effective speak-up arrangem

ents ensure that concerns are 
responded to in a tim

ely and effective m
anner, w

here possible. 
R

esponsive speak-up arrangem
ents build confidence and 

encourage m
ore use by em

ployees.
A

 responsive system
 is one that is w

ell organised, clearly 
m

andated, and adequately resourced. A
 good exam

ple of  
the kinds of problem

s that arise is the early dism
issal of issues 

as grievances and m
ore appropriate for H

R
 to deal w

ith. 
H

ow
ever, w

hat initially appear to be grievances m
ay, on 

m
ore thorough investigation, lead to details about serious 

w
rongdoing. It is im

portant, therefore, for organisations to 
be prepared to identify and respond to both grievance and 
w

rongdoing related concerns.
Equally, organisations m

ust be capable of dealing w
ith an 

increase in the volum
e of concerns raised. T

hat m
ight be 

due to exam
ples of w

histleblow
ing and w

rongdoing being 
publicised in the m

edia, or changes in attitude tow
ards  

certain types of behaviour in society such as less tolerance  
of w

rongdoing and increased transparency thanks to social 
m

edia and the internet.
O

rganisations should also be aw
are of possible barriers  

to responsiveness. Perceptions around responsiveness are  
especially im

portant. For exam
ple, there m

ay be legal  

lim
itations to w

hat can be com
m

unicated but organisations 
can take steps to m

anage expectations by explaining about 
legalities and providing indicative tim

escales for follow
-up 

activities.
It m

ay be diffi
cult for organisations to be seen to be 

responding. R
esponses, such as sanctions taken against 

individuals, m
ay lack visibility for a variety of reasons. H

ere, 
com

panies can create a generalised perception of a responsive 
organisation. T

hey m
ight, for exam

ple, w
here the m

atter is not 
a com

pliance issue, try to include the person w
ho raised the 

concern in efforts to devise a solution. O
rganisations need to 

continuously stress to m
anagers that responding to concerns  

is part of their role.
Providing this inform

ation in annual reports w
ill  

dem
onstrate the com

pany’s responsiveness in dealing w
ith 

concerns raised and com
m

itm
ent to protecting those w

ho  
raise them

.  

Trust and transparency
T

here are several w
ays that organisations can help create 

the trust and transparency essential for effective speak-up 
arrangem

ents. For exam
ple, including the H

R
 function as w

ell 
as com

pliance can encourage people to perceive speaking-up 
arrangem

ents as being about w
ell-being and engagem

ent, not 
sim

ply policing and com
pliance. 

Even the act of im
plem

enting effective speak-up practices 
itself can build trust, or involving com

petent independent 
specialist speak-up operators and unions. A

lso, allow
ing 

em
ployees w

ho raise concerns to help develop solutions, w
here 

possible, can build trust.
Transparency, to the extent that it is possible w

ithout 
endangering the confidentiality and safety of w

histleblow
ers, 

is also an essential aspect of building confidence. A
ctions that 

create transparency include recording speak-up events and 
including speak-up data in organisational reporting. Senior 
m

anagers m
ight, for exam

ple, publish aggregate num
bers 

in the annual report and report perform
ance against a best 

practice fram
ew

ork.

Speak-up cham
pions

T
he recom

m
endations w

e m
ake in our paper are a great start 

for organisations determ
ined to im

plem
ent good practices 

around speak-up arrangem
ents. H

ow
ever, although necessary, 

these m
easures are not suffi

cient alone to em
bed 

good practices system
ically.

In the sam
e w

ay that business accepted the need 
for good C

SR
 practices, w

e need leaders to step 
forw

ard as speak-up cham
pions, to set and m

aintain 
standards; to evidence the evaluation and process 
of speaking-up; to publicise the benefits of effective 
speak-up arrangem

ents. A
nd not just the obvious 

econom
ic benefits, but also the benefits in term

s of 
becom

ing a m
ore attractive em

ployer and building 
better stakeholder relationships, for exam

ple.  
T

hen, hopefully, other organisations w
ill follow

  
these pioneers. 

 Pow
erful signalling that policym

akers and  
regulators understand the im

portance of  
w

histleblow
ing and have the resolve necessary  

to encourage, enable, and protect, the practice  
of speaking up w

ill also help. T
his w

ill help create  
a society fit for the 21st century. A

 society w
here  

w
e can be confident that the vast m

ajority of 
organisations are not only good places to w

ork, but  
institutions that w

e can be proud of.

SPEAKING UP FOR THE
W

HISTLEBLOW
ER

Society needs w
histleblow

ers and organisations should be helping 
them

 step forw
ard  by M

arianna Fotaki


