
Worth the whistle
Carol Sergeant explains why it is important that companies support 
whistleblowers and what can be done to encourage such people to 
raise concerns

Effective whistleblowing is now considered central 
to strong governance, but is not easy to achieve. 
Serious incident investigations usually show that 
many people knew of malpractice, inappropriate 
behaviours, weak policies, poor execution or 
downright criminal acts, but were afraid to speak 
out, did not know how to raise the issues, were not 
listened to, or were deliberately ignored or silenced. 
Those who did dare to speak out often suffered 
adverse consequences.

The charity Public Concern at Work supports individual 
whistleblowers and organisations that want to have effective 
whistleblowing arrangements by providing training and 
advisory services. Our research shows that whistleblowers 
will typically raise an issue only once, or sometimes twice, 
while most organisations do not listen, understand and act 
until the third approach. Of whistleblowers who contact us, 
75 per cent say that they have not been listened to and/or 
the issue they raise has not been addressed. Most receive 
no feedback on what has been done about the concern 
they raised.

The good news is that outcomes in financial services are 
now better, with 40 per cent saying there was a positive 
outcome, ie that the concern was investigated, admitted 
or resolved. This compares with 30 per cent in the health 
sector and 20 per cent in education, but still leaves 60 per 
cent of whistleblowers gaining no positive outcome. The bad 
news is that financial services whistleblowers report higher 
levels of suspension  
(33 per cent) or dismissal (31 per cent), compared with an 
average of around 25 per cent across all sectors. The more 
senior a whistleblower, the more likely they are to be fired. 

Following recent scandals, regulators in the health 
and financial services sectors require whistleblowing 
arrangements, including senior whistleblowing champions. 
We have seen strong commitment in some organisations 
to creating the right environment for people to speak out, to 
treating whistleblowers with sensitivity and respect and to 
reacting positively and constructively to the reports received. 

Often the chairman and/or the chief executive have taken 
a strong personal interest. They have not only set the ”tone 
from the top” but have also been involved in the detail and 
have publically supported and thanked whistleblowers – but 
this is not the norm. 

We have seen organisations with box ticking and highly 
legalistic approaches designed to protect themselves in 
employment disputes, and guaranteed to inhibit effective 
whistleblowing and obstruct productive investigations and 
remedies. There are organisations where there is a policy 
and process that looks good on paper, but where no one 
working there knows about the policy or where to report 
concerns; where the first questions are “Does this fit the legal 
definition of whistleblowing?”; “Does the employment status 
of the individual entitle them to whistleblowing protection?”; 
or “Is it a grievance?”. Such organisations have no focus 
on the issue being reported. The senior management and 
board are really not interested in whistleblowing or even 
take actions that undermine the credibility and integrity of 
the approach; and there are no arrangements to protect 
whistleblowers from discrimination or worse. 

Employees, contractors and advisers will keep quiet if 
they are not confident that they will be listened to and 
that something will be done about their concern – and 
that it is safe to speak out. Investigation of the issue raised 
and protection of the whistleblower need to be separate. 
There should be an individual clearly accountable solely for 
protecting the whistleblower. 

Our experience is that organisations are generally 
very poor at listening to and understanding what they 
are being told, especially if the concern falls into the 
”implausible” or “unthinkable” category, which is where 
the most serious and damaging issues will typically sit. 
Feedback to whistleblowers is crucial, so they know that 
they have been listened to and action is being taken. If 
the matter is too sensitive for detailed feedback, or if the 
concern is not supported, this should be explained to the 
whistleblower. Organisations also need to appreciate and 
thank whistleblowers, where possible publically.



No senior management or board can ever be completely 
sure that all is well in their organisation, no matter how 
good the policies, processes, controls and monitoring 
may be. Having robust whistleblowing arrangements, 
where people at all levels feel safe and confident in raising 
concerns formally and informally, provide an additional 
safeguard – one that benefits individuals, organisations, 
their boards and society at large. 
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