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Since our last Whistleblowing Report in 2017, high-profile 
corporate scandals revealed by whistleblowers have continued 
to make the headlines. Often employees will be the first line of 
defence against fraud and corporate crime, and their willingness 
and ability to speak up when they spot issues is critical.

The #MeToo movement has ensured that whistleblowing remains firmly in 
the spotlight, along with employers’ responses to any concerns that are raised. 
Mismanagement of a whistleblowing complaint can have serious reputational 
and financial consequences – either because of the negative impact on the 
employer’s ability to contain and respond to the underlying problem, or 
because of the fallout when a whistleblower’s alleged mistreatment comes to 
the attention of the authorities or the media. 

In a continuation of the exercise we began in 2014, we’ve gathered the views of 
over 2500 individuals across 13 industries in the UK, US, Hong Kong, Germany 
and France to assess their attitudes towards whistleblowing, and to discover 
how this has changed since our last survey in 2017. 

The data for 2020 shows some worrying trends for organisations that have been 
seeking to strengthen their speak-up culture. There has been a decrease in those 
who have been involved in some way in whistleblowing, and in the levels of 
confidence that senior management would offer support or encouragement in 
the whistleblowing process. The data also shows an increase in those who are 
likely to make a report directly to the authorities or the media, rather than their 
employer – perhaps unsurprising, when coupled with an apparent decline in the 
levels of trust within organisations. This highlights the importance of organisations 
revisiting their efforts to foster a speak-up culture, and to look critically at what 
might be impacting employees’ willingness to raise concerns internally.

The survey also demonstrates some interesting variations between jurisdictions, 
sectors and age groups, and considers the impact of both #MeToo and 
COVID-19. This year’s survey coincided with a period during which huge 
swathes of the global workforce were working remotely as a result of the  
global pandemic. The timing of the exercise lends a unique insight into  
the possible future trends for whistleblowing, as the global workforce  
adjusts to a significantly altered working environment.

Introduction



Almost a third of respondents (32%)  
have been involved in whistleblowing 
– whether as the whistleblower, by 
witnessing a colleague whistleblowing  
or as the manager to whom the 
wrongdoing was reported. 

This decrease of 15% from 2017 may be attributable 
to an overall decline in confidence that senior 
management would offer support or encouragement 
in the whistleblowing process – with our survey 
showing a fall from 40% in 2017 to 32% in 2020.  
The fear that senior management would look for a 
way to terminate a whistleblower’s employment has 
also risen, from 11% in 2017 to 17% in 2020. 

An overall decrease in trust in the internal 
whistleblowing process is further reflected in the 
increase (from 13% in 2017 to 17% in 2020) in 
employees who said that there was no whistleblowing 
procedure in place within their organisation because 
it’s not something the company wanted to encourage.
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The decreasing trust in employers not to retaliate 
against a whistleblower may encourage employees to 
report to external sources, such as regulators, in the 
first instance (see section 2, below).

A decreased involvement  
in whistleblowing overall01
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Almost a third of respondents 

32%
have been involved  
in whistleblowing.

Whether as the whistleblower, by  
witnessing a colleague or as the manager  
to whom the wrongdoing was reported.

There has been a decline in confidence  
that senior management would  
offer support or encouragement  
in the whistleblowing process.

201740%

202032%



There has been a decrease in employees 
who would report wrongdoing to their 
direct line manager in the first instance 
(46% in 2020, compared to 58% in 2017). 
However, there is no corresponding 
increase in those who are likely to go to a 
more senior colleague instead (with only a 
slight increase in 2020 to 16%, compared 
to 15% in 2017). 

This data might reflect a general disillusionment 
with internal whistleblowing procedures and perhaps 
explains the steady increase in employees who say 
that they would go to external sources to report 
company wrongdoing.

The likelihood of using alternative routes for 
whistleblowing has increased across the board, with 
22% of respondents being likely to report directly to 
the regulator or authorities (an increase from 17% 
in 2017), and 4% more likely to go to either social 
media or the media (an increase from 1% and 2%, 
respectively, in 2017). 

Steady decline in using internal  
procedures to report whistleblowing 

Over 10% of 16–24-year olds would go to social 
media or the media if they felt that the wrongdoing 
wasn’t handled properly after it was first reported. 
This drives home the importance of managing the 
issue properly the first time around to avoid the 
matter reaching the public domain. It also shows an 
interesting difference in results based on age – see 
section 4 below for more details.

The growing preference not to use the internal 
whistleblowing process is a matter of concern as it 
takes management of reportable conduct out of the 
hands of the company. The slow but steady increase 
in employees disinclined to make use of internal 
whistleblowing arrangements might mean that 
companies only find out about alleged wrongdoing 
from a regulator making enquiries of them or once it 
becomes frontpage news.
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The likelihood of using alternative  
routes for whistleblowing has  
increased across the board.

Respondents being likely  
to report directly to the  
regulator or authorities.

2017 2020

17% 22%



Out of the five countries surveyed, 
respondents in Hong Kong have been 
involved in whistleblowing to the greatest 
extent, with almost 1 in 2 (48%) being 
involved in whistleblowing. This stands  
in stark comparison to the US, which had 
the lowest levels of involvement  
(18%) amongst those surveyed.

This may be surprising, given that there is no 
specific legislation in Hong Kong that would protect 
whistleblowers, and there was no significant 
disparity between Hong Kong and other jurisdictions 
in terms of the respondents’ confidence in senior 
management’s handling of whistleblowing.

Greater cynicism in Germany 
and France

German and French respondents appear to have 
grown more cynical about the whistleblowing 
process. Only 15% of German employees and 14% 
of French employees felt that their firm actively 
encouraged employees to speak up (compared to 
21% in the UK, 23% in the US and 26% in Hong 
Kong). Concerningly, 24% of those in Germany and 
25% of those in France believed that there was no 

Significant differences 
across jurisdictions

whistleblowing procedure in place because it was not 
something the company wanted to encourage. 

In both Germany and France, this cynicism 
may stem from a lack of awareness about the 
whistleblowing process. Indeed, whereas 54% of UK 
respondents, 47% of US respondents and 45% of Hong 
Kong respondents believed that a whistleblowing 
procedure was in place and that ‘everyone would 
know what to do’, only 31% of German respondents 
and 35% of French respondents believed the same.

This may seem surprising considering that 
whistleblowing was high on the European agenda last 
year with the adoption of the EU’s first whistleblowing 
legal framework (the 23 October 2019 EU directive 
on the protection of persons who report breaches of 
Union law). It will be interesting to see whether the 
directive’s implementation (which has to happen by 
17 December 2021) will change employees’ attitude 
towards whistleblowing. For more information on  
the directive, see our materials here.
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Hong Kong has the highest levels  
of whistleblowing. By comparison, 

the US has the lowest levels of 
involvement amongst those surveyed. 

WHISTLEBLOWING INVOLVEMENT

Hong Kong US

48% 18%

Believe that there was no 
whistleblowing procedure in 

place because it was not 
something the company 

wanted to encourage.

24%

German 
employees

25%

French 
employees

http://ssl.freshfields.com/noindex/documents/Whistleblower-protection-briefing.pdf


More direct reporting in France

57% of French employees were likely to report 
whistleblowing to their direct line manager, while 
only 40% to 47% of employees would do the same 
in the other jurisdictions surveyed. This perhaps 
reflects at least a partial awareness of Sapin II, 
legislation that requires French companies to set 
up internal whistleblowing channels and (with 
the exception of cases involving serious danger or 
irreversible damage) for French employees to follow 
these internal procedures first, before then reporting 
to the authorities. 

However, this legislative change does not appear 
to have inspired a great deal of confidence given 
the dramatic decrease from 31% to 14% of French 
employees who said that their organisation actively 
encourages whistleblowing (and only a minor 
increase, from 21% to 22%, of those who consider 
that their organisation passively encourages 
whistleblowing).

Significant differences 
across jurisdictions

Growing scepticism in Germany

There has been a 10% decrease in German 
respondents who would encourage employees to tell 
their direct line manager if they saw wrongdoing in 
the company (from 48% to 38%). Worryingly, 9% of 
German employees would encourage their colleagues 
not to do anything.

The scepticism amongst German respondents 
is perhaps reflective of the fact that Germany 
currently has no general legislation that governs 
whistleblowing, nor does it require employers to 
put in place internal whistleblowing channels. The 
implementation of the EU whistleblowing directive 
in 2021 will alter the legal landscape, but only time 
will tell whether it will also provoke changes in 
awareness and confidence.

The need for a change in attitude may be heightened 
by the proposed German Corporate Sanctions 
Act which, if passed, will create new corporate 
criminal liability for companies.  The Act will put 
compliance systems (including whistleblowing) in the 
spotlight, given its strong emphasis on prevention 
as a defence or mitigant, and on early reporting to 
and engagement with the authorities (highlighting 
the importance of whistleblowing as a means of 
detecting issues at an early stage).
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Employees that felt their  
firm actively encouraged them  

to speak up.

UK21%

15% Germany

France14%

US23%

Hong Kong26%

Employees that believed a 
whistleblowing procedure was  

in place and that ‘everyone would 
know what to do’.

UK

54%

US

47%

Hong 
Kong

45%

France

35%

Germany

31%



Millennials are more likely to be involved 
in whistleblowing, but should policies be 
communicated differently?

Over half of those between 25–34 years old had been 
involved in whistleblowing (52%). This percentage 
decreases over the age groups, sitting at 40% for 
those aged 35–44 years, 28% for those aged 45–54 
years, and only 20% for those 55 years old or greater. 

Greater confidence to speak out against wrongdoing 
amongst millennials does not appear to be related to 
an increased level of trust in senior management not 
to treat them less favourably. 24% of 25–34 year olds 
considered that senior management would seek to 
reduce their bonuses or hinder promotion prospects 
and 21% considered that senior management would 
go so far as to look for a way to terminate their 
employment. In contrast, only 16% of those aged 55 
and over consider that senior management would 
treat them less favourable if they blew the whistle, 
and only 10% consider that senior management 
would look for a way to terminate their employment.  

The overall level of engagement with companies’ 
whistleblowing policies appears to vary by age group. 
27% of respondents aged 16–24 years, and 28% 
of respondents aged 25–34 years knew that their 
companies had a whistleblowing policy but said that 
it hadn’t been well-publicised. In contrast, only 20% 
and 19% of those aged 45–54 and over 55 years old, 
respectively, felt the same. 

The impact of age  
on whistleblowing

Perhaps this can be explained by the fact that, on 
average, older employees might have been at the 
company for a longer period of time, and therefore 
have had more time to learn about the policies. 
Alternatively, it might indicate that age is an 
important factor that companies should consider 
when deciding how to increase company-wide 
awareness of whistleblowing. Younger employees 
might engage more effectively with policies that  
are advertised through a wider or different range  
of media. 

Age might also affect the practical operation of the 
whistleblowing procedure. For example, in a world 
where everything can be done in a number of finger 
taps through an app, a phone-in hotline service may 
appear archaic to younger employees. Indeed, the 
fact that over a fifth (23%) of employees think that 
whistleblowing procedures will require updating 
because of COVID-19 already indicates that current 
whistleblowing procedures may not be well-suited to 
remote working arrangements where everything is 
carried out electronically. 

04
Freshfields whistleblowing survey 2020

7

Respondents between 25 and  
34 years old involved in 

whistleblowing, 12% higher  
than the next age group.

52%

45–54 years20%

28% 25–34 years

16–24 years

35–44 years

27%

26%

55 years and over19%

Views that whistleblowing 
policies are not well publicised



Financial incentives to encourage 
whistleblowing are viewed with greater 
positivity than in the past. While in 
2017, 36% of respondents thought that 
financial incentives would erode trust in 
an organisation, this has now decreased to 
29%. There has also been a 6% decrease 
in those who thought that financial 
incentives would encourage false claims, 
from 40% in 2017 to 34% in 2020. 

A corresponding increase is reflected in the 7% 
rise in the number of employees who thought that 
financial incentives would encourage openness 
within the company, from 12% in 2017 to 19%  
in 2020. 

Attitudes by jurisdiction vary dramatically in  
respect of financial incentives. Consistent with the 
results from 2017, employees in the US are more  
optimistic about the use of financial incentives to 
encourage claims.

More positive view of  
financial incentives

Only 18% of US respondents thought that financial 
incentives would encourage false claims, compared to 
45% in the UK, 43% in Hong Kong, 34% in Germany 
and 33% in France. Only 12% of US respondents 
thought that financial incentives would erode trust 
in a company, compared to between a quarter and a 
third of respondents in other jurisdictions.

This may be explained by the current practice  
in the US for government agencies to reward 
whistleblowers with multi-million dollar amounts. 
Although the EU Market Abuse Regulation (which 
has been in force since July 2016) does allow financial 
incentives to be offered, EU Member States remain 
hesitant to introduce them and financial incentives 
are not commonplace across Europe. 

Notwithstanding the positivity in the US around 
financial incentives (and their availability in some 
sectors), only 18% of employees in the US had 
been involved in whistleblowing – the lowest out 
of all jurisdictions surveyed. Only 9% of US senior 
managers said that they had blown the whistle, 
compared to 21% in the UK.
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Respondents that thought  
financial incentives erode  
trust in an organisation.

2017 2020

36% 29%

Respondents that thought financial 
incentives encourage false claims.

2017 2020

40% 34%

Respondents that thought 
financial incentives encourage 

false claims.

Germany34%

33% France

US18%

Hong Kong43%

UK45%



There has been an overall decrease in  
the importance that employees attach  
to knowing the identity of a whistleblower, 
from 59% in 2017 to 50% in 2020.

There appears to be a variation in attitudes across 
age groups towards anonymous whistleblowing, 
driven particularly strongly by data from the UK and 
France. Across all individuals surveyed, 69% of 16–24 
year olds, and 57% of 25–34 year olds considered 
that it would be important to know the identity of a 
whistleblower. This figure steadily decreased through 
the age groups with only 43% of 45–54 year olds and 
39% of those 55 years old or over feeling the same.

There was significantly less variation across age 
groups in Germany and Hong Kong. In both 
jurisdictions, the percentage of employees in each 
age group who considered that it would be important 
to know the identity of a whistleblower did not 
stray too far from the overall average. Respondents 
who felt that the identity of the whistleblower was 
important were predominantly from Germany (with 
69% of respondents considering it was important to 
know a whistleblower’s identity) and Hong Kong (74%).

An interesting distinction in views arose between 
different seniorities. 42% of those respondents 
describing themselves as ‘middle managers’ felt that 
it was important to know the identity of a whistleblower, 
compared to 56% of ‘senior managers’. Respondents 
in the US, meanwhile, placed the least importance on 

Is knowing the identity of a 
whistleblower important?

knowing a whistleblower’s identity – with only 24% 
of respondents considering it important.

The industry in which respondents worked also 
made a material difference to the importance they 
attached to anonymity. Employees in the legal sector 
and in sales, marketing and media attached the 
greatest importance to knowing a whistleblower’s 
identity (with figures of 65% and 63%, respectively). 
In contrast, less importance was attached to knowing 
a whistleblower’s identity by those in the education 
sector (35%) and healthcare sector (44%). A starkly 
different attitude emerges when looking at areas 
where the ability to blow the whistle anonymously 
is a regulatory requirement – UK financial services 
being one such example. Of the UK respondents 
employed in the financial services sector, only 26% 
felt that it was important to know the identity of  
a whistleblower. 

This data may tell an interesting story about trust 
in the whistleblowing processes operated within 
companies.  Perhaps those who feel it is important to 
know a whistleblower’s identity are less trustful of 
the process, believing that it could be open to abuse 
if individuals can raise concerns without identifying 
themselves.  If so, a solution may lie in greater 
transparency, with companies going further than 
publishing a ‘standard’ whistleblowing policy and 
ensuring that employees understand the underlying 
process, including the checks and balances that exist 
within it. 
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of employees attach  
importance to knowing the 

identity of the whistleblower.  
Down 9% since 2017.

50% 25–34 years

55 years and older 

57%

39%

69%

53%

43%

considered that it would be 
important to know the identity 
of a whistleblower. 

16–24 years

35–44 years

45–54 years



The majority of survey respondents saw 
benefits to their organisation of having 
in place a whistleblowing procedure, 
with 51% saying that it would help to 
identify problems in the organisation 
at an early stage and 45% saying that 
they thought employees would be more 
likely to raise their concerns internally if a 
whistleblowing procedure were in place.

Employees also perceive some risks in relation 
to their employers’ whistleblowing procedures, 
although their views on the types of risk that 
whistleblowing procedures present have changed 
from 2017 to 2020. The focus is no longer on the 
impact on internal colleague relationships but on the 
company and its reputation as a whole. 

The percentage of those who considered that a 
whistleblowing procedure undermines trust between 
colleagues has decreased from 37% in 2017, to 29%  
in 2020. The figure in the US was particularly low, 
with only 21% of respondents considering that 
a whistleblowing procedure undermines trust 
between colleagues. Notwithstanding this positive 
change, there appears to be a relatively high 
degree of cynicism in relation to the legitimacy 
of the concerns that are raised by whistleblowers. 
38% of all respondents believed that the risk of a 
whistleblowing procedure was that employees would 
abuse the system by making false reports. 

Perceived risks and benefits 
of whistleblowing

This view was particularly prevalent amongst UK 
respondents (44%), but much lower amongst German 
respondents (31%).

There has been a significant increase in those who 
were concerned that whistleblowing procedures 
increased exposure of the firm and individuals at 
the firm to enforcement action, rising from only 9% 
in 2017 to 21% in 2020 (with the outliers being the 
US (18%) and Germany (26%)). This demonstrates a 
heightened awareness of the potential consequences 
of whistleblowing, perhaps due to high profile 
corporate scandals (whistleblowing related or not) 
that have led to regulatory action. Unsurprisingly, 
one of the sectors where the awareness of this 
risk appears to be highest is the financial services 
sector, with 26% of respondents believing that 
whistleblowing increased firms’ and individuals’ 
exposure to enforcement action. 
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The percentage of those who 
considered that a whistleblowing 

procedure undermines trust 
between colleagues has 

decreased from 37% in 2017.

29%
A significant increase in those  

concerned that whistleblowing 
procedures increased exposure  

of the firm.

21%
Up from 9% in 2017.



Of respondents believe the 
#MeToo movement has increased 

whistleblowing more broadly, 
including on non-#MeToo issues.

54%
Of respondents credit the #MeToo 
movement with educating them 
about the legitimate expectations 

of workplace behaviour

40%

Many employers have seen an increase 
in #MeToo-related complaints since the 
movement began in 2017, which raises the 
question of whether the movement has 
also led to employees feeling more willing 
or able to speak up about other concerns 
than they might previously have done.

Our survey shows that just over half (54%) of 
respondents believe the #MeToo movement has 
increased instances of whistleblowing more broadly, 
including on non-#MeToo issues. 40% of respondents 
credit the #MeToo movement with educating them 
about the legitimate expectations they may have of 
workplace behaviour. 

It seems that the movement’s impact on speak-up 
culture is concentrated in the younger age groups. 
34% of 16–24-year olds said the movement made 
them more comfortable whistleblowing, compared 
with only 12% of respondents aged 55+. The impact 
of the #MeToo movement on the younger workforce 
may be unsurprising, when considering that much 
of the momentum for this campaign has been 
generated on social media platforms, which are 
likely to be more heavily used by younger people. 
The prevalence of the #MeToo movement on social 
media may also go some way towards explaining 
the increase in the use of alternative routes for 
whistleblowing, such as social media, discussed 
earlier in this report. 

Effect of the #MeToo  
movement on whistleblowing

The survey results on the impact of #MeToo provide 
an interesting contrast with the data set out in 
section 1 of this report.  As we described in that 
section, it appears that employees’ involvement in 
whistleblowing, and their trust in management to 
deal appropriately with concerns when they are 
raised, has decreased since 2017. While our survey 
shows a perception that whistleblowing has increased 
as a result of the #MeToo movement, it may be that this 
perception is not (yet) being borne out in practice. 

Notwithstanding that #MeToo issues have been 
on many employers’ radars as an area of potential 
risk, only 18% of respondents overall thought 
the movement had precipitated tangible changes 
to companies’ whistleblowing policies. Updating 
internal policies to reflect modern cultural 
developments, like the #MeToo movement, is an 
important step in ensuring employees feel that there 
is an appropriate route for raising their concerns. 
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A question that many employers grapple with is 
whether they should direct #MeToo concerns and 
other grievances through their whistleblowing 
channels or put in place (and encourage the use 
of) a more HR-specific route. In practice, it can be 
hard to draw a clear boundary between ‘HR issues’ 
and ‘business issues’, and the increasing focus on 
workplace culture as a risk indicator and a source 
of serious reputational harm means that employers 
must attach equal importance to both. Some 
employers prefer to route all concerns, whatever their 
subject matter, through a central whistleblowing 
hotline for onward triage and investigation, as required. 

Effect of the #MeToo  
movement on whistleblowing

Others may prefer to have a specific conduct-
related reporting route for HR matters, particularly 
where the volume of reports is high and there is a 
concern about overwhelming a compliance-focused 
whistleblowing hotline. That approach, whilst 
equally legitimate, may require a greater degree of 
coordination behind the scenes to ensure that any 
HR-related reports which raise broader compliance 
issues are triaged and investigated appropriately and 
that opportunities to spot broader wrongdoing are 
not missed.

08
Freshfields whistleblowing survey 2020

12



Many of us have encountered a radically 
different working environment over the 
past few months, with widespread home-
working and requirements for social 
distancing within workplaces. 

As we set out in section 4 of this report, just over 
a fifth (23%) of respondents to our survey felt that 
whistleblowing procedures will require updating 
because of COVID-19, indicating that current 
whistleblowing procedures may not be well-suited to 
remote working arrangements where, for example, 
everything is carried out electronically.

Opinions on how the revised working environment 
might impact attitudes to whistleblowing have 
varied, with some commentators suggesting that 
employees will feel emboldened to speak up as a 
result of the physical distance from their office or 
colleagues, and others fearing a dampening effect 
on whistleblowing. Reflecting this mixed opinion, 
our survey shows that employees’ views about the 
impact of COVID-19 and widescale remote working 
on whistleblowing differ widely.

Nearly half (47%) of employees considered that 
the lockdown period had not had any impact on 
instances of whistleblowing. However, 28% thought 
that whistleblowing had in fact increased, and 25% 
thought that whistleblowing had decreased during 
the period of remote working.

COVID-19 impact –  
will whistleblowing increase?

The fact that 25% of employees thought that 
whistleblowing had decreased during the period of 
remote working could be explained by there being 
fewer incidents to report (perhaps driven by the 
more limited physical interaction between colleagues 
whilst working from home). 26% of respondents 
thought that an increase in remote working would 
lead to fewer incidents that require whistleblowing. 
This would be an interesting development and, for 
employers, a reassuring explanation for a downward 
trend in concerns being reported. A more worrying 
explanation could be a decrease in employees’ 
engagement levels, or an inability to spot misconduct 
as easily when working remotely.

As employees gradually return to work, or begin 
to struggle with the effects on their mental and 
physical health of an extended period of home 
working, health and safety related complaints may 
increase. In the United States at least, there has been 
an increase of 30% in whistleblower complaints made 
to the Occupational Safety and Health Administration. 
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This indicates that current 
procedures may not be 

well suited to remote working.



Whatever the impact of the pandemic on the number 
of concerns being raised, it will be important 
for employers to look critically at the data being 
generated by their whistleblowing arrangements 
and to consider what it tells them, and what they 
might need to do in response. Many employers are 
grappling with the impact on their culture flowing 
from the changes to the working environment that 
have been forced upon them. Culture can have a 
material impact on conduct risk and, importantly, 
the management of that risk.

COVID-19 impact –  
will whistleblowing increase?

Whistleblowing has an important role to play 
in identifying risk-related issues and it should 
therefore be high on the agenda when measuring 
and seeking to strengthen organisational culture. 
The disappointing trends emerging from our survey 
around employees’ willingness to speak up and their 
trust in their employers, suggests that there is still 
work to do to address this important aspect of risk 
management. The extent to which the pandemic 
has generated some of these disappointing trends is 
difficult to discern, but at this time of change and 
adjustment, organisations may also need to rethink 
their approach to whistleblowing. 
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