
Effective speak-up 
arrangements for 
whistle-blowers

RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR DIRECTORS 



For further information: 

www.accaglobal.com/
whistleblowing 

Contact:
Jo Iwasaki 
Head of Corporate Governance – 
Professional Insights
email: jo.iwasaki@accaglobal.com  

Pauline Schu 
Policy and Research Officer – 
Professional Insights
email: pauline.schu@accaglobal.com  

© The Association of Chartered Certified Accountants
May 2016

About ACCA
ACCA (the Association of Chartered Certified 
Accountants) is the global body for professional 
accountants. It offers business-relevant, first-choice 
qualifications to people of application, ability and 
ambition around the world who seek a rewarding 
career in accountancy, finance and management. 

ACCA supports its 178,000 members and 455,000 
students in 181 countries, helping them to develop 
successful careers in accounting and business, with the 
skills required by employers. ACCA works through a 
network of 95 offices and centres and more than 
7,110 Approved Employers worldwide, who provide 
high standards of employee learning and 
development. Through its public interest remit, ACCA 
promotes appropriate regulation of accounting and 
conducts relevant research to ensure accountancy 
continues to grow in reputation and influence. 

Founded in 1904, ACCA has consistently held unique 
core values: opportunity, diversity, innovation, integrity 
and accountability. It believes that accountants bring 
value to economies in all stages of development and 
seek to develop capacity in the profession and 
encourage the adoption of global standards. ACCA’s 
core values are aligned to the needs of employers in 
all sectors and it ensures that through its range of 
qualifications, it prepares accountants for business. 
ACCA seeks to open up the profession to people of 
all backgrounds and remove artificial barriers, 
innovating its qualifications and delivery to meet the 
diverse needs of trainee professionals and their 
employers. More information is available at:  
www.accaglobal.com

About the ESRC
The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) is 
the UK’s largest funder of research on the social and 
economic questions facing us today. It supports the 
development and training of the UK’s future social 
scientists and also funds major studies that provide 
the infrastructure for research. ESRC-funded research 
informs policymakers and practitioners and helps 
make businesses, voluntary bodies and other 
organisations more effective. The ESRC also works 
collaboratively with six other UK research councils and 
Innovate UK to fund cross-disciplinary research and 
innovation addressing major societal challenges.  
The ESRC is an independent organisation, established 
by Royal Charter in 1965, and funded mainly by the 
Government. In 2015 it celebrated its 50th anniversary.

www.esrc.ac.uk
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Whistleblowing practices vary from one 
organisation to another. The various types of 
arrangement present different opportunities, 
challenges and best practices. Employees 
raising a concern through a speak-up 
arrangement are often helping today’s 
organisations detect dangerous 
wrongdoing and dysfunctional behaviour 
that might otherwise go unnoticed.

Introduction

Effective speak-up arrangements 
involve a combination of 
different channels and a robust 
response system that contribute 
to building trust within 
organisations.

Recent ACCA–ESRC research shows that 
effective speak-up arrangements involve a 
combination of different channels through 
which employees can voice a concern, and 
that these in turn contribute to building 
trust within the organisation.



4

As a director, you need to be diligent and 
well informed about the company’s affairs. 
Effective speak-up arrangements can assist 
you in this regard. 

Although you are not required to know the 
details of every concern raised or intervene 
in every investigation, you play a crucial role 
in developing and maintaining effective 
speak-up arrangements. The effectiveness 
of speak-up arrangements rely on the 
operational independence of those who 
receive and investigate employee concerns 
on the ground. The support you can offer 
at the board level is vitally important for 
this independence.

As a director, you must also monitor 
speak-up arrangements and provide 
oversight of how they are working within the 
company. This is not only about reviewing 
how employees may raise a concern, but 
also how the organisation responds to 
concerns raised. Effective speak-up 
arrangements rely on robust and consistent 
response systems supported by appropriate 
recording of each instance, coordinated 
follow-up activities, and responses from 
different management levels. 
 

The role of directors 

Directors assume ultimate 
responsibility for the risks an 
organisation takes and their 
consequences. 



RECOMMENDATION 1: 

Provide a variety of voicing channels.

One of these channels may be to an 
internally appointed director. The research 
shows that it helps to have an external 
channel, such as an external ombudsperson 
or independent advice channel, where 
employees raising a concern can seek 
advice under legal privilege.

Speak-up channels should vary in terms of 
who receives the call, formality and 
confidentiality. The use of different 
channels can change over time within the 
organisation, reflecting how trust develops. 
Each of these channels comes with its own 
barriers, eg concerns about its 
independence, anonymity, and perceived 
accessibility. National culture, language, 
and societal context also have an impact. 
Providing employees with a range of 
channels to voice their concerns therefore 
increases accessibility, because a barrier 
associated with one type of channel can be 
overcome by another channel. 

RECOMMENDATION 2: 

Be prepared to accept that concerns 
received may not be strictly considered 
speak-up or whistle-blowing cases. 

While some concerns may initially appear 
to be individual grievances or even trivial, 
they may nonetheless help the 
organisation recognise previously 
unidentified risks.

As a director, you need to have a clear view 
on the organisation’s strategic and 
operational risks and how these are 
managed. Employee concerns should help 
you assess these risks and assist in risk 
management. Unfortunately, it is 
impractical to be constantly ‘on the trading 
floor’ where unidentified risks may be 
building up. Information coming via the 
speak-up channels can act as an indicator 
of a wide range of employee concerns, 
such that you may be able to identify and 
tackle risks at an early stage.

When employees have raised a concern 
through the speak-up arrangement, it 
might make sense to treat their concerns 
as salient, rather than to concentrate too 
much on whether or not it was a whistle-
blowing or speak-up instance: as discussed 
below, it might help improve risk 
management and internal control systems.

RECOMMENDATION 5: 

Make responses visible where possible.

Where an organisation shares appropriate 
information with employees on how it 
responds to concerns, this enhances 
employee trust. As a director, you need to 
consider how and what the organisation 
can communicate most effectively to 
employees about the outcomes of 
investigations. There can be challenges, eg 
anonymity of those raising concerns, legal 
issues as to what information may be 
shared and, often, there may be invisibility 
of sanctions imposed.

Directors may need to explore what works in 
their organisation. Some leave it to word-of-
mouth among employees, while others try 
creating an organisation-wide awareness 
by openly discussing a case story that  
does not involve individuals being named. 
In some cases, organisations also seek to 
engage with the voicing employee in 
resolving the problem identified.

RECOMMENDATION 6: 

Consider participating in the 
development of a standard for the 
public reporting of data from speak-up 
arrangements.

Organisations might be hesitant about 
publicly reporting numbers from their 
speak-up arrangements, as they may fear 
that the public will misunderstand the 
information. Nonetheless, you should also 
consider that increased transparency could 
be a potential source of credibility in the 
eyes of your stakeholders. 

Whistle-blowing information can be  
shared in the public domain once it has 
been anonymised and aggregated. This 
will help develop better understanding of 
effective speak-up arrangements. If more 
organisations start sharing information,  
a common practice of information  
sharing may evolve.

Recommendations 5

RECOMMENDATION 3: 

Design a speak-up ‘back office’ to  
record concerns and use this data to 
strengthen risk management and 
response processes, investigation and 
intervention, acknowledging the variety 
of concerns that could be raised.

You may already be receiving regular 
reports from managers responsible for 
speak-up arrangements and, where 
appropriate, discussing the data with them. 
Different organisations have their own 
practices when recording voiced concerns. 
Better practices involve systematically 
recording the data comprehensively and 
then using this for pattern recognition. 

Differences between departments or regions 
in the types of concern raised, as well as 
preferred speak-up channels, can give you 
insights on the speak-up environment and 
guide your efforts to improving specific 
aspect of the arrangements.

RECOMMENDATION 4: 

Responsiveness needs to be well 
organised, clearly mandated, and 
adequately resourced. 

Merely encouraging employees to speak 
up, without putting robust response 
systems in place, is likely to have negative 
consequences, both for employees and for 
the organisation. 

Effective speak-up arrangements evolve 
from designing and organising effective 
responses to voiced concerns. In fact, this 
is the most powerful step in encouraging 
employees to speak up but it is not always 
as straightforward as it may seem.

Speak-up operators can make the 
organisation responsive only when they are 
supported by a clear mandate and have 
adequate resources. As a director, you may 
need to organise arrangements so that two 
or more business functions work together 
in the response process, for example, 
compliance, HR and operational specialists. 
Effective arrangements identify and allocate 
specific roles to each function and set up 
liaison and oversight mechanisms to ensure 
delegation works well. Different functions 
should have sufficient independence from 
the operational and organisational 
intervention. Directors should also 
reinforce the message continuously to 
managers at all levels that responding to 
concerns is part of their role: how and 
when they do so are not at their discretion.
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