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1  | INTRODUC TION

Fraud and corruption cause not only billions of U.S. dollars in dam-
ages annually (Association of Certified Fraud Examiners, 2018) but 
also halt the proper functioning of markets, while numerous scan-
dals continue to harm trust in our system. Many cases were and are 
uncovered with the help of whistleblowers, the act is defined as “the 
disclosure by organization members (former or current) of illegal, 
immoral or illegitimate practices under the control of their employ-
ers, to persons or organizations that may be able to effect action” 
(Near & Miceli, 1985, p. 4). Such whistleblowers have been shown to 
be an effective way to reduce damages and discipline organizations 

(Bowen et  al.,  2010; Call et  al.,  2018; Wilde,  2017). But although 
countries continue to pass laws that protect or reward whistleblow-
ing (Oelrich,  2019) and organizations implement whistleblowing 
systems (Association of Certified Fraud Examiners,  2018), whis-
tleblowers still face severe negative consequences, such as loss of 
employment, retaliation by colleagues, and superiors, or even pros-
ecution (e.g., Alford,  2001; Kenny et  al.,  2019; Park et  al.,  2020). 
Due to its importance, research on whistleblowing spans across 
several professions and disciplines, including auditing (e.g., Curtis & 
Taylor, 2009; Latan et al., 2018), accounting and management (e.g., 
Andon et  al.,  2018; Cassematis & Wortley,  2013; Keenan,  1995), 
nursing and medicine (e.g., Moore & McAuliffe,  2012; Ohnishi 
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Abstract
Whistleblowing is an effective tool against fraud and corruption in organizations. 
However, as researchers have struggled to acquire data on actual whistleblowers, 
research relies on hypothetical intention data and student samples, which is seen as 
a major limitation. Using a field study of 1,416 employees from China, Germany, and 
Russia, the purpose of this article is to identify differences and similarities between 
intention and actual whistleblowing decisions, thus aiding research and interpreta-
tion of prior and future studies. I also contribute by analyzing whether findings can 
be generalized across different cultures and whether status and power influence the 
whistleblowing process. My results reveal that the key difference between hypothet-
ical and real decisions is not in variables that affect the process, but in effect sizes: 
Employees underestimate the effect of situational (retaliation) and organizational 
(compliance measures) variables in hypothetical compared to actual whistleblowing. 
Thus, reliance on intention research is not inherently problematic, when effect sizes 
are interpreted with caution. I also find that results are similar across countries and 
that status and power may not be decisive factors in whistleblowing. My findings 
should also be of interest to practitioners and policymakers, as they assist in design-
ing effective whistleblowing systems and environments in organizations.
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et al., 2008), sports (e.g., Erickson et al., 2018), military (e.g., Rehg 
et al., 2008), and police (e.g., Park & Blenkinsopp, 2009).

By trying to understand the process that influences people to 
turn from a silent bystander to a whistleblower, a majority of empir-
ical research measures these decision-making processes in the orga-
nizational environment as whistleblowing intention (for a discussion 
see Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017; Gao & Brink, 2017; Lee & Xiao, 2018). 
That is, the likelihood or propensity to whistleblow, most often by 
means of a hypothetical dilemma in which someone has to decide on 
their hypothetical course of action. A typical line found in the limita-
tion section of such papers is as follows: “Students may not actually 
act as they say they would in the comfort of an anonymous ques-
tionnaire setting out hypothetical dilemmas” (Brennan & Kelly, 2007, 
p. 84). Similar lines accompany studies that use employees instead: 
“Despite our study of ‘real’ professionals in a ‘real’ setting, there 
may be a difference between an individual's stated likelihood of 
whistleblowing and that person actually whistleblowing” (Taylor & 
Curtis, 2010, p. 34).

The major concern is that hypothetical decision processes and 
student samples on whistleblowing are not predictive of behavior 
and actual whistleblowing in organizations (Miceli et  al.,  2009, p. 
386) and thus intention results are somewhat limited or produce “un-
realistic findings” (Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017, p. 790), leading to inef-
fective policies. After all, according to Kant a “want” is not a “will” to 
act.1 This concern lacks empirical evidence yet is repeated through-
out many whistleblowing studies. This dilemma has persisted in liter-
ature for decades and scholars have so far refrained from advancing 
our understanding since Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran in 2005. 
In this study I aim to address this question by looking at differences 
and similarities between factors that are thought to influence inten-
tion and actual whistleblowing behavior in organizations.

As many studies survey students (cf. Gao & Brink, 2017 for a re-
view) or employees from a single or only few companies (e.g., Latan 
et al., 2018; Rehg et al., 2008), the effect of implemented measures 
in and across real organizations can often not be ascertained and 
validity of results across cultures are questionable. In addition to the 
methodological contribution above, I also analyze whether findings 
can be generalized across different cultures and whether status and 
power influence the whistleblowing process. For this purpose, I com-
pare survey responses of 1,416 employees from China, Germany, 
and Russia, using z-tests for regression coefficient comparison and 
structural equation modeling to assess differences between inten-
tion and behavior in a single moderated mediation model.

Not only does this research point toward methodological im-
provements and interpretation of whistleblowing research but 
it is also important for practitioners and policymakers. Firstly, I 
contribute—methodologically and substantively—to whistleblowing 
research, in particular whether and how whistleblowing intention 
research may be conducted and interpreted more meaningfully. I 
propose and find that intention results only differ from actual be-
havior when differences in perceived and actual behavioral control 
are present. Such differences may be hindrances (i.e., retaliation) or 
aiding channels (i.e., compliance programs). That is, people under- or 

overestimate the influence of hindrances and aids in the decision 
process when confronted with a hypothetical decision in contrast to 
actually having to decide. The difference between hypothetical and 
real decisions is therefore not in variables that affect the process, 
but in effect sizes of influential variables. Thus, reliance on intention 
research is not inherently problematic, as long as effect sizes are in-
terpreted with caution.

Secondly, my findings also challenge an early notion in whis-
tleblowing research that power and status within organiza-
tions positively affect whistleblowing (e.g., Mesmer-Magnus & 
Viswesvaran, 2005; Milliken & Morrison, 2003; Near & Miceli, 1985, 
1995), as I find no such effect within my samples.

A third contribution of my findings is particularly relevant for 
practitioners and policymakers. By showing that implications are 
somewhat consistent across cultures, I am able to assess compliance 
and policy measures that may be most effective in fostering whis-
tleblowing within different organizations. I also point toward limita-
tions of such efforts, both within organizations as well as the larger 
legislative context.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: First, I dis-
cuss prior literature and develop my hypotheses in regard to the 
individual, situational, and organizational factors. In particular, I ad-
vance the argument that a miscalibration of behavioral control an-
tecedents is present between intention to whistleblow and actually 
blowing the whistle. I test my hypotheses using survey responses 
from employees in organizations across three countries and conduct 
several robustness checks to ensure reliability and validity of find-
ings. Results are discussed in regard to implications for practitioners 
and research.

2  | LITER ATURE RE VIE W AND 
HYPOTHESES DE VELOPMENT

2.1 | Studying actual whistleblowing

One major reason why researchers draw on intention studies is 
pragmatic in nature. Conducting research in organizations on actual 
wrongdoing is difficult to implement, because managers and directors 
might be reluctant to assist in such research (Chiu, 2003; Mesmer-
Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2005) and locating real whistleblowers be-
yond the ones involved in scandals cited in newspapers is difficult 
(Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2005; Park & Lewis, 2019). Park 
and Lewis (2019) reveal that it took them four years to identify and 
contact a sample of 127 whistleblowers. This also explains the reli-
ance on single case studies in actual whistleblowing (e.g., Erickson 
et al., 2018; Ohnishi et al., 2008) and lack of quantitative approaches 
which dominate whistleblowing intention research. After an exten-
sive search in commonly used databases, I was only able to identify a 
handful of research that measures whistleblowing behavior.

An often-cited paper in the conversation about limitations 
of whistleblowing intention research is authored by Mesmer-
Magnus and Viswesvaran (2005).2 They conduct a meta-study of 
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26 empirical research results, consisting of intention and behavior 
samples. Correlation tests show some significant differences be-
tween whistleblowing intention and actual behavior. Their results 
are somewhat limited, as they were unable to find data on several 
variables in both sample groups. In addition, their correlation tests 
are not suited for more complex relationships of dependent and in-
dependent factors or even direction of influence (Mesmer-Magnus 
& Viswesvaran,  2005). Their samples stem from several studies 
which used different research designs. To my knowledge, there is 
no study that compares whistleblowing intention and behavior in a 
single study design.

I develop my hypotheses along the typical classification of whis-
tleblowing antecedents (Miceli & Near, 1988; Near & Miceli, 1985): 
Individual/personal, situational, and organizational influences. In 
particular, I look at the sociodemographic (individual) factors tenure 
in company, hierarchy in company, age, and gender. Fear of retal-
iation is included as a situational factor and compliance measures 
constitute as organizational factors.

2.2 | Individual factors: Tenure, hierarchy, 
age, and gender

In general, findings on demographic influences are among the most 
controversial. Recent reviews on whistleblowing studies conclude 
that they are not a major antecedent of whistleblowing (i.e., Culiberg 
& Mihelič, 2017; Gao & Brink,  2017; Lee & Xiao,  2018; Vadera 
et al., 2009). Rothschild and Miethe (1999) argue that a “demographic 
profile” of a whistleblower cannot be constructed. Mesmer-Magnus 
and Viswesvaran (2005) found that demographic variables differed 
for tenure and gender between intention and actual whistleblowing 
(explained below in detail) but were unable to find enough studies 
to compare age.

2.2.1 | Tenure, hierarchy, and age

To some extent, tenure, hierarchy, and age are correlated and inter-
connected. Being more tenured within an organization may afford 
better chances to climb the internal hierarchy, whereas longer ten-
ure and higher position are associated with older employees. Thus, 
studies use composite scores to measure the combined effects of 
these variables (e.g., Miceli & Near, 1988; Stansbury & Victor, 2009). 
Other studies did not include all of these variables, which may lead 
to contradictory findings.

More tenured employees were found to be more likely to ac-
tually whistleblow (Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran,  2005), while 
other studies found no significant influence for public sector tenure 
(Cassematis & Wortley, 2013). An argument for a positive influence 
of tenure and hierarchy on whistleblowing is that it affords one a 
better knowledge of the company and its controls (Keenan, 2000) 
and more power in terms of influence due to higher ranks or a more 
respected position (Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2005; Milliken 

& Morrison,  2003; Near & Miceli,  1985, 1995). Whereas an argu-
ment against this is that tenure and hierarchy do not protect from 
negative consequences as the cases around Sherron Watkins (Enron) 
or Cynthia Cooper (WorldCom) demonstrated. In regard to power 
dynamics, Kenny and Bushnell (2020) argue that the whistleblower 
comes from a weak position of power against the organization in 
any case.

Age is seen as a proxy for power within the organization (Vadera 
et  al.,  2009). Employing the same reasoning as above for tenure 
and hierarchy, one might assume a positive relationship, and some 
studies confirm this (Miceli & Near, 1988; Stansbury & Victor, 2009; 
also Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2005 for intention, no data on 
behavior). On the other hand, as seen in high-profile cases, power 
within the organization did little to aid these whistleblowers. In ad-
dition, being older might also contribute to the fact that other obli-
gations emerge (e.g., family) and thus the employee is more cautious 
in their reporting. This would be in line with other studies that found 
no influence (Cassematis & Wortley, 2013).

It is acknowledged that much research on tenure, hierarchy, 
and age is contradictory and especially intention research indi-
cates that these demographic factors are not a major antecedent of 
whistleblowing (Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017; Vadera et al., 2009). The 
research hypothesis here is based on the meta-study by Mesmer-
Magnus and Viswesvaran (2005) and given the high interdepen-
dence of these three variables formulated similarly.

Hypothesis 1 Employees with longer tenure are more likely to 
whistleblow.

Hypothesis 2 Employees in higher ranked positions (hierarchy) are 
more likely to whistleblow.

Hypothesis 3 Older employees are more likely to whistleblow.

2.2.2 | Gender

Research on gender and whistleblowing is often connected to either 
moral stances (e.g., Brabeck, 1984; Near & Miceli, 1985) or retalia-
tory aspects (Liyanarachchi & Adler, 2011; Rehg et al., 2008). Near 
and Miceli (1985) argued that male employees should be more likely 
to whistleblow, as they inherit more diverse positions in compa-
nies and may have higher self-esteem. Only a minority of studies 
confirmed this hypothesis (e.g., Mayer et  al., 2013 in their second 
study design). In a whistleblowing intention scenario, Liyanarachchi 
and Adler (2011) find that this effect holds for younger accountants, 
only. Gender is not a predictor for older accountants. Cassematis 
and Wortley (2013) found no differences for gender among public 
sector accountants. Brabeck (1984) on the other hand conducted 
an experiment on whistleblowing on professor-errors and found 
that female students were more likely to whistleblow. However, she 
points out that her findings on gender differences should be inter-
preted with caution due to the very small sample size. Such a positive 
effect is also reported by Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran (2005) 
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in their meta-study for actual whistleblowing. Rehg et al. (2008) find 
a similar positive effect for external whistleblowing among female 
soldiers in the US. The hypothesis is based on Mesmer-Magnus and 
Viswesvaran (2005) and their meta-analyses results.

Hypothesis 4 Female employees are more likely to blow the whistle 
than male employees.

2.3 | Situational factors: Fear of retaliation

Many whistleblowers experience some form of retaliation after re-
porting misconduct (e.g., Alford, 2001). This may range from bully-
ing by colleagues (Park et al., 2020), denunciating whistleblowers as 
mentally unstable (Kenny et al., 2019) to formal reprisals, or even job 
loss and legal action was taken against them. Thus, fear of such retal-
iatory actions may prohibit employees from speaking up. Research 
on fear of retaliation is vast and the majority of studies report that it 
has a negative effect on whistleblowing (Brown et al., 2016; Culiberg 
& Mihelič, 2017; Liyanarachchi & Adler,  2011; Mayer et  al.,  2013; 
Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran,  2005 for intention; Miceli & 
Near,  1984) across several disciplines, for example in the military 
(Rehg et al., 2008), accounting (Cassematis & Wortley, 2013) or nurs-
ing and medicine (Moore & McAuliffe, 2012; Ohnishi et al., 2008). 
Park and Lewis (2019) show that perceived negative consequences 
even influence the intention to blow the whistle again. Fear of re-
taliation is therefore thought to negatively influence whistleblowing.

Hypothesis 5 A higher fear of retaliation by the employee decreases 
their likelihood to whistleblow.

2.4 | Organizational factors: Compliance measures

Organizational factors such as adequate whistleblowing channels 
(Miceli & Near,  1984) or a positive organizational climate toward 
whistleblowing (Bussmann & Niemeczek, 2019; Mayer et al., 2013; 
Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran,  2005) have been shown to have 
positive effects on reporting behavior. Erickson et al.  (2018) argue 
that education about whistleblowing and guidance on how to 
whistleblow would be an enabling factor. As such, I look specifically 
at compliance measures taken by companies and known to the ques-
tioned employees. These include a designated compliance officer, a 
code of conduct that gives such guidance, as Erickson et al. (2018) 
propose, as well as training. Such communicated standards teach 
employees about the “right thing to do” (Moore & McAuliffe, 2012), 
which may give the confidence to report misconduct and is in line 
with results reported by Curtis and Taylor (2009) who find that 
“measures of trust” by the employer increase whistleblowing in-
tention. Compliance is also thought of in terms of sanction, where 
breaches in company values are penalized (Bussmann,  2015). 
Bussmann and Niemeczek (2019) find that researchers studying the 
influence of compliance measures on whistleblowing is scarce and 

needs testing. Given the evidence on the positive effects of soft 
organizational factors, such as climate and values, I argue that the 
same should hold true for hard organizational factors, as they are the 
expression of values (Bussmann, 2015). Such expressions of “virtue” 
by companies were found to positively correlate to whistleblowing 
(Kaptein, 2011).

Hypothesis 6 More thoroughly implemented compliance measures in-
crease the employee's likelihood to whistleblow.

2.5 | On differences between intention and action

Research on whistleblowing has drawn on several models and theo-
ries, including several motivation theories (Near & Miceli,  1985; 
expectancy theory: Miceli & Near,  1985), social information pro-
cessing theory (Mayer et  al.,  2013), the whistleblowing triangle 
(Brown et al., 2016), prospect theory (Oelrich, 2019), moral develop-
ment theory (Brabeck, 1984), or as a protracted (Vandekerckhove 
& Phillips, 2019) or influence process (Near & Miceli, 1995), among 
others. In order to examine possible differences between whistle-
blowing intention and actual whistleblowing, Ajzen's theory of 
planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991) seems most appropriate.

Ajzen proposes that any planned action is based on attitude, 
subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control. Attitude is one's 
own attitude toward the behavior and subjective norm describes 
the perceived pressure by others, e.g., family members or col-
leagues. Perceived behavioral control “refers to the perceived ease 
or difficulty of performing the behavior and it is assumed to reflect 
past experience as well as anticipated impediments and obstacles” 
(Ajzen, 1991, p. 188). According to the theory of planned behavior, 
intention, and behavior only differ when perceived and actual be-
havioral control deviate.

Looking at the variables considered in this study, this may be true 
for compliance measures as well as retaliation aspects. Both influ-
ences may differ between the hypothetical context and the actual 
one in that a person miscalibrates how much they impact their actual 
decision. Such an effect was already reported for organizational cli-
mate in the meta-study by Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran (2005). 
I, therefore, expect the effect size of compliance measures and fear 
of retaliation to differ between hypothetical and real decisions.

Hypothesis 7 The impact of fear of retaliation on whistleblowing is 
moderated by whether employees are faced with a hypothetical 
or real decision.

Hypothesis 8 The impact of compliance measures on whistleblowing is 
moderated by whether employees are faced with a hypothetical 
or real decision.

In light of this possible miscalibration, it is not surprising that 
Near and Miceli (2016) argue that intention to blow the whistle is 
reported far more frequently than actual whistleblowing—however, 
antecedents may still be the same. In line with Near and Miceli 
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(2016), I assume that employees report a higher whistleblowing in-
tention than those faced with a real decision (actually performing 
the behavior). This is also in line with the limitation sections of many 
studies cited above, as researchers believe that intention may not be 
equal to action.

Hypothesis 9 Reported whistleblowing is higher among the group who 
states their intention compared to the group that had to make a 
real decision.

2.6 | Control variables

This sample is drawn from three different countries. Since prior re-
search has suggested that cultural (Chwolka & Oelrich, 2020; Park 
& Blenkinsopp, 2009; Park et al., 2008; Patel, 2003) and legislative 
(Oelrich, 2019) effects may play a role in the whistleblowing process, 
I include country dummies as controls. Issues associated with such 
cross-cultural research are discussed in the limitations section.

3  | STUDY DESIGN AND SAMPLE 
SELEC TION

3.1 | Sample and data collection

As part of a larger research project on corruption in businesses, em-
ployees working in private sector companies in the People's Republic 
of China, Germany, and Russia were contacted. Such a random field 
survey design allows capturing responses from multiple sources: dif-
ferent companies, sizes, and sectors, as well as different sociodemo-
graphic structures of employees.

The countries China, Germany, and Russia were selected for 
their distinct cultural (Hofstede n.d.; House et  al., 2004) and eco-
nomic environments, as research outside of the United States is 
still scarce (Chwolka & Oelrich,  2020; Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017; 
Park et  al.,  2008; Patel,  2003). China and Russia have higher lev-
els of corruption, according to the Corruption Perception Index 
(Transparency International, 2019) compared to Germany (see also 
Graf Lambsdorff,  2007). Prior research on Asian countries (e.g., 
Malaysia and India) also suggested that compared to Western cul-
tures (e.g., Germany, United States, United Kingdom, Australia), peo-
ple are less inclined to whistleblow (Park & Blenkinsopp, 2009; Park 
et al., 2008; Patel, 2003). Prior research questions the effectiveness 
of control systems especially in Asian cultures due to specific cul-
tural attitudes (Park & Blenkinsopp, 2009; Patel, 2003). Thus, I am 
interested in how compliance measures have similar or diverging ef-
fects across countries and cultures. As studies are still scarce and 
mostly rely on intention results, this research will also help to inter-
pret findings in these cultures more meaningfully.

The questionnaire was only distributed among persons 21 years 
and older and if they worked for a company of 100 or more em-
ployees in size. The respondents were assured of confidentiality and 

remained anonymous. All questions were translated and adminis-
tered in the respective languages. Questionnaire similarity across 
languages was ensured using back-to-back translation, although 
English translations are used throughout this paper for convenience.

After a pre-test round of n  =  25 responses per country, small 
changes to the questionnaire were made and data were gathered 
throughout 2017. The final sample includes 473 responses from 
Germany, 468 from Russia, and 475 responses from China. The re-
sponse statistics show that organizations are almost split half be-
tween smaller (<500) and larger sizes (≥500). Employees in Germany 
are on average the oldest (59.7% over 40 years), followed by Russia 
(41.0% over 40) and China with the youngest average (29.5% over 
40). According to the Central Intelligence Agency World Factbook, 
this is in line with general population statistics (Central Intelligence 
Agency, 2019). Average study length is almost double in Germany 
compared to China and Russia (Knoema, 2014), which does explain 
the divergence in bachelor and master degrees or equivalents (mas-
ter degree in Germany: 82.9%, Russia: 80.6%, China: 12.0%). 45.8% 
of respondents are female, with only small differences across coun-
tries surveyed. These differences in working population according 
to gender are in line with reported economic participation of pop-
ulation in the respective countries, where Germany ranks behind 
Russia (World Economic Forum,  2018). On average, 20 to 25% of 
companies were listed on a stock exchange, this share being smaller 
for companies with fewer employees and larger at companies having 
more employees.

3.2 | Study design

Figure 1 illustrates the relevant parts of the questionnaire and cat-
egorization procedure. When respondents said they have not wit-
nessed a case of fraud at their workplace before, they were given 
a hypothetical scenario (Figure  1: situation) and asked about their 
intention to report such an incident (whistleblowing). Similarly, the 
group who witnessed a fraud or corruption case was asked about 
their subsequent behavior. The questionnaire is built in a way that 
questions for the hypothetical group mirror questions given to the 
group who witnessed such unethical and illegal behavior as close 
as possible. Afterwards, they were asked about fears of retaliation 
(fear of retaliation)—either hypothetical or actual fears before decid-
ing (not) to report. Implemented compliances measures were elicited 
prior to this block of questions (compliance measures) and sociode-
mographic factors were elicited at the end (tenure, hierarchy, age, 
gender).

3.3 | Measures

3.3.1 | Intention versus behavior situation

The variable situation is used to distinguish between people who faced 
a real decision to blow the whistle, that is an actual situation, and those 
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who have not been in such a situation. Employees were asked: “Have 
you ever had a suspicion of a significant economic crime such as fraud 
or corruption in the working environment of your current company?,” 
with possible answers “yes” and “no” and the option not to answer. 
The emphasis on “serious” was added to create a reference point, as 
prior studies have shown that the seriousness of wrongdoing (Andon 
et al., 2018) is positively correlated to whistleblowing. To respondents, 
this reference point clearly indicates that petty crimes such as a col-
league stealing a pencil is not of interest here. Answering “yes” classi-
fies respondents as belonging to the “real” group, that is they had to 
make a real decision, whereas “no” groups them into “hypothetical,” as 
they have not experienced such a situation before and were given a 
hypothetical scenario. Non-responses are dropped. Situation is coded 
0 (real) and 1 (hypothetical) for the respective group.

As shown in Figure 2, employees in Germany experience corrup-
tion and fraud in their companies the least, while Russian and Chinese 
employees are approximately on the same level. On average, almost 
every fifth employee has experienced a case of corruption or fraud in 
their work environment. This is in line with other dark figure studies on 
fraud and corruption (Association of Certified Fraud Examiners, 2018). 
It is also similar to the findings of Mayer et al.  (2013) in their study 
of US employees (second study in their paper). They report that 19% 
observed wrongdoing in their current workplace.

3.3.2 | Whistleblowing intention and 
whistleblowing behavior

The “real” situation group was then asked about that specific incident 
and whether they did or did not report their suspicion. The answer 
for the variable whistleblowing is a binary choice with “yes” and “no.” 
If no answer was given, respondents are dropped from the analysis. 
Using a single, dichotomous item to elicit whistleblowing behavior is 
common in this area of research (e.g., Cassematis & Wortley, 2013; 

Mayer et al., 2013; Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2005; Miceli & 
Near, 1985).

The “hypothetical” situation group was given a hypothetical sce-
nario and asked to imagine that they observed a significant case of 
economic crime or fraud in their current workplace—similar to the 
real situation to increase comparability—as is typical in whistleblow-
ing intention research (Ahmad et al., 2014). Their whistleblowing in-
tention, “Would you report your suspicion?,” was recorded with a 
1 (very unlikely) to 5 (very likely) response format. Since the whis-
tleblowing answer for the “real” situation group is dichotomous, their 
answers were placed at the respective end of the “hypothetical” 
whistleblowing scale, 1 (no) and 5 (yes). This is also illustrated in the 
diagram in Figure 2. As some respondents chose not to answer these 
questions, the sample is reduced to 1,168 responses.

3.3.3 | Fear of retaliation

Each respondent was asked three questions concerning possible 
retaliatory measures that were elicited through a response format 
from 1 (not at all) to 5 (absolutely true): “Did/Would you fear nega-
tive consequences on the job?,” “Did/Would you fear that the case 
would not be thoroughly investigated?,” and “Did/Would you have 
doubts about the confidential handling of your identity?” Recall that 
the question had to be restated between real cases and hypothetical 
situations. Fear of retaliation shows very good internal reliability on 
all commonly used indicators with � = 0.82, compositereliability = 0.98, 
and AVE = 0.73 (Hair et al., 2017).

3.3.4 | Compliance measures

Compliance measures are defined with respect to prevention and 
sanction aspects (Bussmann, 2015). Prevention aspects are assessed 

F I G U R E  1   Study and questionnaire design with elicited variables in italic. In a first step, respondents are grouped according to their 
prior experience with an observed wrongdoing and then asked on their experiences. When no such experience exists, they are given a short 
hypothetical scenario and asked on their hypothetical decisions and opinions
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as the presence or absence of a compliance officer, a code of con-
duct, and training. Respondents were asked whether they knew if 
any of these existed in their companies with binary response op-
tions (yes, no/I don't know). Respondents were given a fictional sce-
nario about a colleague who accepted a bonus from a client (bribe). 
They were asked about the consequences should that colleague be 
caught. Sanction aspects are “likelihood of formal notice or written 
warning” and “review with management,” with response options 
ranging from 1 (very unlikely) to 5 (very likely). Compliance measures 
classify as higher-order formative construct and do not have any re-
liability or goodness of fit indicators by design (Hair et al., 2018). In 
structural equation modeling, this can easily be modeled. In linear 
and logit regressions, it is an ordinal construct with values of 1 (at 
least one measure) to 5 (all five aspects present). A sanction aspect 
was recoded as 1 if employees believed this sanction to be “likely” 
or “very likely” to happen, and 0 otherwise. On average, companies 
in Germany seem to have more thoroughly implemented compli-
ance measures compared to China and Russia, which is in line with 
higher standards and awareness of compliance aspects, although 
this is now subject to change especially in China (Behr, 2015). For 
example, approximately half of respondents from Germany reported 

a compliance officer and code of conduct in their companies, while 
only every fourth employee in China and Russia reported similar 
compliance aspects. In regard to consequences of misconduct, a re-
view with management was indicated far more often by German em-
ployees (77.2%) than Russian (40.1%) or Chinese (32.7%) employees, 
which highlights differences across countries.

3.3.5 | Company aspects and socio-demographic  
variables

Country of workplace and nationality,3 company size, tenure, and 
hierarchy at organization, as well as age and gender (0 = male and 
1 = female) were retrieved at the end of the survey.

3.3.6 | Comparability, cross country validity, and 
construct equivalence

Cross-country research might limit the assessment of causality. 
To address this concern, the validity of measured constructs was 

F I G U R E  2   Descriptive results of observed incidents and whistleblowing behavior or intention, respectively. The pie charts show 
respondents' prior experience observing fraud or corruption in their company. The bar chart compares their reaction either in the real 
situation (black chart) or their hypothetical decision whether to blow the whistle or not (grey chart)
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ensured first in the concept stage, as all questions were framed in a 
way that would not be ambiguous in any of the surveyed countries 
and tested in a pre-test round. Second, established constructs were 
compared in regard to their internal reliability measures. In addition, 
country dummies are introduced into the regressions as robustness 
checks later. At all times, regressions also control for different socio-
economic units, as these might be just as relevant as national differ-
ences (sub-group cultures). These steps are in line with suggestions 
by Buil et al. (2012).

Another concern may be that both groups—the hypothetical and 
actual behavior groups—are not comparable. T-tests for all indepen-
dent variables indicate no significant differences between group 
characteristics (e.g., gender, age, position) with p > . 05. It indicates 
that both groups do not differ a priori, which otherwise might affect 
results. In addition, employees were asked whether they observed a 
“significant” economic crime or fraud incident and the hypothetical 
version was stated similar in a way that employees should imagine 
observing a “significant” economic crime or fraud. This was done in 
order to reduce differences in actual cases and hypothetical ones 
and to increase comparability.4

3.4 | Methodology and models

The aim of this research is to investigate whether there are dif-
ferences between what people say they would do and what they 
actually do in a whistleblowing scenario. Recall Figure 1, which dis-
tinguishes between two scenarios (“hypothetical” and “real” situa-
tion) with two possible outcomes each (“actual whistleblower” and 
“no whistleblower,” “intention to blow the whistle” and “no intention 
to blow the whistle”). I use ordinary least squares regression analy-
ses to compare the “hypothetical” and “real” situation group, where 
the dependent variable is whistleblowing (intention or behavior, re-
spectively). Whistleblowing in the real situation is a dichotomous vari-
able (no and yes). I use a logit model for each situation to corroborate 
my results.

I compare regression coefficients using z-tests (Paternoster 
et  al.,  1998) to assess differences in the (perceived) impact of in-
dependent variables on the dependent one (hypotheses 7 and 8). I 
then use partial least squares structural equation modeling to take a 
closer look at the differences between the two situations (hypothet-
ical and real) in a single model. Using a structural equation model has 
the additional advantage of being able to control for mediation ef-
fects (Hair et al., 2017). This moderation-mediation model is used to 
test for specific moderation effects on the structural paths (Becker 
et al., 2018). In other words, I test whether a relationship is mod-
erated when people think about a behavior (hypothetical) versus 
being actually faced with the decision (real) to report the observed 
misconduct. Using partial least squares alleviates issues of normal-
ity assumptions, as it is a parameter-free method (Hair et al., 2011). 
As further robustness analysis, I test whether coefficient differ-
ences are also present in the structural equation model and include 
country-level controls into the regressions to assess the robustness 
of my findings.

4  | RESULTS

4.1 | Linear and logit regression results

Descriptive statistics are provided in Table 1 and regression results 
in Table  2. I conduct regression analyses to compare effects on 
whistleblowing intention (situation: hypothetical) and whistleblow-
ing behavior (situation: real), respectively.

Since the dependent variable for the real situation is indeed a bi-
nary choice (yes/no), I corroborate my OLS regression findings with 
logit regressions, similar in approach to the linear regressions. In 
order to dichotomize whistleblowing intention, which was measured 
with a 5-point scale, the answers to the dependent variable whis-
tleblowing are recoded to 0 for “very unlikely” and “rather unlikely,” 
and 1 for “rather likely” and “very likely,” while “undecided” was 
dropped (model 4). An alternative approach (intention_alt) is given in 

TA B L E  1   Correlation matrix

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Whistleblowing 
(intention/behavior)

3.22 1.37 – – – – – – –

2 Fear of retaliation 3.30 1.19 −0.09** – – – – – –

3 Compliance measures 1.62 1.29 0.32*** 0.05n.s.  – – – – –

4 Situation 0.83 0.38 0.18*** 0.01n.s.  −0.07* – – – –

5 Gender 0.46 0.50 −0.003 0.05* −0.07* 0.11*** – – –

6 Age 4.41 1.17 0.10*** −0.08** 0.12*** 0.02n.s.  −0.10*** – –

7 Tenure 3.61 1.79 0.05* −0.08** 0.19*** −0.01n.s.  −0.05+  0.46*** –

8 Hierarchy 3.18 1.13 0.05+  −0.02n.s.  0.10*** −0.05n.s.  −0.13*** 0.17*** 0.19***

Note: M = mean; SD = standard deviation.
+p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
n.s.not significant with p ≥ .1. 
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model 5, where 0 (very unlikely) and 1 (very likely) only represent the 
end of the whistleblowing intention scale.

Models 1 and 3 depict people who witnessed a case of fraud with 
the dependent variable whistleblowing behavior. Models 2, 4, and 5 
reflect responses to the hypothetical scenario, and thus represent 
whistleblowing intention. All variables are entered into the respective 
regressions at once, as no hierarchy or effect sizes are hypothesized. 
R2 and Nagelkerkes R2 values are appropriately high. The correct pre-
diction of the logit models was also high, with model (3) 71.6% correct 
predictions on average, model (4) 73.5%, and model (5) 75.5%.

Looking at the results from the linear regressions, I find that gen-
der, hierarchy, and tenure have no significant effect in either the real 
situation (model 1) or the hypothetical situation (model 2). Age seems 
to be a predictor for whistleblowing intention, but not for actual 
whistleblowing. Results are similar in the logit regressions (models 
3 to 5), as none of the sociodemographic variables have a signifi-
cant influence in the hypothetical and real situation, except for age, 
which is significant for whistleblowing intention. My hypotheses 1, 
2, and 4 are not supported. Hypothesis 3 is partially supported, since 
age (model 2: B = 0.10, p = . 003; model 4: B = 0.27, p = . 005; model 5: 
B = 0.37, p = . 015) seems to be a predictor for whistleblowing inten-
tion. Older employees are more likely to have the intention to report 
misconduct, although this does not translate to behavior (p > . 1 in 
models 1 and 3).

Fear of retaliation has a significant negative effect on whis-
tleblowing in both situations, hypothetical (B = −0.08, p = . 016) and 
real (B = −0.32, p = . 001), in the linear regression models. This is also 

true in the logit regressions, except for model 4 with whistleblow-
ing intention as the dependent variable, where the effect is not sig-
nificant. Compliance measures are significant positive influences on 
whistleblowing throughout all five models (p < . 001). Both findings 
are in line with Hypotheses 5 and 6 in terms of significance and di-
rection of effects.

4.2 | Effect sizes

Based on the theory of planned behavior I hypothesized that peo-
ple may miscalibrate how much behavioral control factors impact 
their actual decision compared to a hypothetical one. These fac-
tors are fear of retaliation (Hypothesis  7) and compliance measures 
(Hypothesis 8), as they are obstacles or aids in performing a behav-
ior. I, therefore, compare the effect sizes between hypothetical and 
real decisions for these variables.

Fear of retaliation weighs more heavily (Z = −2.46, p < . 01) in 
the real situation (model 1, B = −0.32) than in the hypothetical 
situation (model 2, B = −0.08). Comparing the logit regression 
models, my findings are similar. Here too, fear of retaliation weighs 
more heavily in the real situation (model 3, B = −0.40) then in the 
hypothetical one (model 5, B = −0.35) with strict assumptions on 
the dependent variable (answers “rather unlikely,” “undecided,” 
and “rather likely” are excluded). Using a z-test shows that coef-
ficient differences are not significant (Z = −0.27, p > . 1). In model 
4, where whistleblowing intention is not measured as strictly (only 

TA B L E  2   Linear and logit regressions on whistleblowing behavior (real situation) and intention (hypothetical situation)

Linear regressions Logistic regressions

(1) Behavior (2) Intention (3) Behavior (4) Intention (5) Intention_alt

B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE

Constant 2.22** 0.65 2.68*** 0.21 −1.04n.s.  0.85 −1.18* 0.58 −1.68+  0.90

Fear of retaliation −0.32** 0.09 −0.08* 0.03 −0.40** 0.12 −0.10n.s.  0.07 −0.35** 0.13

Compliance 
measures

0.59*** 0.10 0.30*** 0.03 0.72*** 0.13 0.77*** 0.09 0.90*** 0.14

Age 0.07n.s.  0.12 0.10** 0.03 0.10n.s.  0.16 0.27** 0.10 0.37** 0.15

Gender −0.09n.s.  0.26 0.10n.s.  0.07 −0.06n.s.  0.34 0.31n.s.  0.21 0.63+  0.34

Hierarchy 0.12n.s.  0.11 0.01n.s.  0.03 0.17n.s.  0.14 0.05n.s.  0.09 0.14n.s.  0.15

Tenure −0.09n.s.  0.08 −0.04n.s.  0.02 −0.11n.s.  0.10 −0.09n.s.  0.07 −0.12n.s.  0.10

df 6 6 6 6 6

F/χ2 8.99*** 24.31*** 47.98*** 101.99*** 68.19***

R2/Nagelkerkes R2 .21 .14 .27 .23 .35

Adj. R2/Cox & 
Snell R2

.18 .13 .20 .16 .26

N 215 906 215 581 229

Note: Models (1) and (3) are the real situation (behavior) with dependent variable whistleblowing0 = no and 1 = yes. Models (2), (4), (5) are 
hypothetical situations with model (2) dependent variable whistleblowing intention 1 = very unlikely, 2 = rather unlikely, 3 = undecided, 4 = rather 
likely, 5 = very likely; model (4) with dependent variable whistleblowing intention 0 = very/rather unlikely, 1 = rather/very likely; model (5) with 
dependent variable whistleblowing intention 0 = very unlikely, 1 = very likely, only. SE = standard error.
+p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; 
n.s.not significant with p ≥ .1. 
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“undecided” is excluded), fear of retaliation has no significant influ-
ence (B = −0.10, p = 0.29), although the coefficient sign is negative 
and the difference between the coefficients significant (Z = −2.21, 
p < . 05). These findings rather indicate a support for Hypothesis 7, 
which assumed different effects or impacts for hypothetical and 
real decisions.

Effects are inconclusive in regard to compliance measures. In 
linear regression, the effect is more pronounced in the real situ-
ation (model 1, B = 0.59) than in the hypothetical decision (model 
2, B = 0.30) and the coefficient difference is significant (Z = 2.90, 
p < . 01). This effect is reversed in the logit regressions, where com-
pared to the real situation (model 3, B = 0.72) and the coefficient is 
larger in hypothetical decisions (model 4, B = 0.77; model 5, B = 0.90). 
However, this difference is not significant in either comparison 
(model 3 to 4: Z = −0.28, p > . 1; model 3 to 5: Z = −0.89, p > . 1). 
Thus, the results are somewhat inconclusive. As such, Hypothesis 8 
is only partially supported as of now.

4.3 | Moderated mediation model results

As a further test and control, I use moderation analysis to test if some 
specific variables are affected by the distinction between situations, 
hypothetical and real (Hair et al., 2018). In the structural equation 
model, I use the same basic model as before, but include possible 
mediation effects, which is not possible in a simple linear or logit 
regression. Age may have an influence on tenure and hierarchy and 
tenure may influence hierarchy. In my hypothesis development for 
these variables, I already showed that other studies use composite 
indicators, as these variables are highly correlated and partially de-
pendent. I also include a mediation effect of compliance measures on 
fear of retaliation as control. A compliance program may reduce fears 
of retaliatory actions, as it lays down rules on how to act according 
to company codes of ethics. It may also reasonably assure employees 
that retaliatory actions are not tolerated.

I use the distinction between the hypothetical and real situation 
as binary moderation variable situation on every independent vari-
able, with 0 (real situation) and 1 (hypothetical situation). The depen-
dent variable is whistleblowing—both intention and behavior, jointly. 
This makes a single model possible, as the distinction between hypo-
thetical and actual whistleblowing decisions is now captured in the 
moderation variable situation. The results are given in Table 2 and 
separated in direct, mediation, and moderation effects, attained by 
using a bootstrap procedure (n = 5,000).

Direct effects (Table 3A) are similar to the regression results in 
Table 2, as neither gender, hierarchy, nor tenure have a significant in-
fluence on whistleblowing. The positive effect of compliance mea-
sures and the negative influence of fear of retaliation are also in line 
with my prior findings. In this overall model, age does not seem to 
have an influence either, in line with the real situation regressions 
in Table 2 (model 1 and 3). The new binary variable situation differ-
entiates between the hypothetical (1) and real situation (0) and its 
direct effect on whistleblowing is also not significant. In structural 

equation models, it is also possible to control for mediation effects 
(Table  3B). The assumed inter-dependencies, age-hierarchy, age-
tenure, tenure-hierarchy, are all significant and positive, except for 
compliance measures-fear of retaliation. It seems that compliance 
measures have no significant effect on an employees’ fear of possi-
ble retaliatory actions.

At the core of this structural equation model are the moderation 
effects (Table 3C), as I am interested in whether the effect sizes of 
the independent variables differ across the two situations. Only the 
effects of compliance measures and fear of retaliation are significantly 
moderated by the situation variable. Compliance measures are mod-
erated negatively, whereas fear of retaliation is moderated positively 
in regard to the hypothetical situation, as this was coded with 1. This 
effect is in line with comparisons of the coefficient differences in 
Table 2. It is best understood graphically, which I plotted5 in Figure 3 
for situation× compliance measures and situation× fear of retaliation 
on whistleblowing, respectively. The two graphs in each diagram 
show the two situations: Hypothetical (dotted line, coded 1) and 

TA B L E  3   Partial least squares structural equation model results 
of moderated mediation analysis

Structural path Coeff. B SD

A. Direct effects

Compliance measures → whistleblowing .50*** 0.07

Age → whistleblowing .07n.s.  0.10

Situation → whistleblowing .18n.s.  0.19

Gender → whistleblowing −.07n.s.  0.10

Hierarchy → whistleblowing .02n.s.  0.03

Fear of retaliation → whistleblowing −.26** 0.08

Tenure → whistleblowing −.07n.s.  0.11

B. Mediation effects

Compliance measures → fear of retaliation .05n.s.  0.04

Age → hierarchy .09** 0.03

Age → tenure .46*** 0.02

Tenure → hierarchy .15*** 0.03

C. Moderation effects

Situation × compliance 
measures → whistleblowing

−.28** 0.09

Situation × age → whistleblowing .00n.s.  0.09

Situation × gender → whistleblowing .20n.s.  0.20

Situation × hierarchy → whistleblowing −.03n.s.  0.04

Situation × fear of 
retaliation → whistleblowing

.17* 0.07

Situation × tenure → whistleblowing .01n.s.  0.06

Note: Partial least squares structural equation model results with 
bootstrap n = 5,000 and path weighting scheme. Overall model is 
significant with p < .000. Dependent variable whistleblowing goodness 
of fit: R2 = .18 and adj. R2 = .17. Variable situation is coded as 0 = real 
situation (behavior) and 1 = hypothethical situation (intention). 
SD = standard deviation.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; 
n.s.not significant with p ≥ .1. 
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real (straight line, coded 0). Whistleblowing intention and behavior 
are shown on the y-axis and the independent variable on the x-axis. 
The negative moderation effect situation× compliance measures in-
dicates that the slope is less steep for the hypothetical situation 
than for the real decision situation. Since the initial effect of compli-
ance measures was positive, and the effect of fear of retaliation on 
whistleblowing is negative, the same result is given by the positive 
moderation effect situation× fear of retaliation: The slope is less steep 
for the hypothetical situation compared to the real decision situa-
tion. Thus, the same increase in the independent variable—ceteris 
paribus—has a stronger effect on the dependent variable in the real 
situation compared to the hypothetical one.

4.4 | A comparison of the dependent variable

Figure 3 shows another interesting difference between whistleblow-
ing intention and actual whistleblowing: The hypothetical decision 
to whistleblow seems to occur more frequently than when people 
are forced to make that decision in real life, in line with Hypothesis 9. 
I test whether the dependent variables actual whistleblowing and 
whistleblowing intention are equal across the groups. Recall that 
since actual whistleblowing decision is a dichotomous variable, and 
whistleblowing intention is measured on a 5-point scale, I sort actual 
whistleblowing “yes” (5) and “no” (1) at the extremes of the intention 
scale.

A simple independent t-test for equal means (t (1168) = −6.57,  
p < . 000) with unequal variances (Levene-test: F = 546.04, p < . 000)  
shows that the group who was faced with an actual decision 
(M = 2.70, SD = 1.98, n = 233) was less inclined to blow the whis-
tle than those who were faced with a hypothetical decision 
(M = 3.35, SD = 1.14, n = 935). Results are similar when using di-
chotomous variables with a non-parametric Mann-Whitney test 
(Z (1166) = −4.07, p < . 000, r = . 12). Unreported robustness checks 

with only extreme values considered in the hypothetical situation 
(similar to variable intention_alt in Table 2, model 5) yield similar re-
sults with larger effect sizes.

4.5 | Robustness checks and additional controls

I conduct additional robustness analyses. First, I include country con-
trols in the regressions from Table 2, models 1 and 2. With Germany 
as reference country, dummy variables for Russia and China are 
added. Untabulated results are similar for both models from Table 2. 
Only tenure shows a negative significant influence on whistleblow-
ing intention (B = −0.05, p < . 05), an effect that was previously not 
significant. In the real situation with whistleblowing behavior as the 
dependent variable, none of the country variables has a significant 
influence. In the hypothetical situation, the “Russian group” shows 
significantly lower whistleblowing intention compared to the refer-
ence country (B = −0.33, p < . 001).

Hierarchy in a company was thought to positively influence the 
decision process due to more power and authority, and thus a be-
lief that concerns are more likely to be acknowledged. However, I 
found no support in the analyses for Hypothesis 2. This may be due 
to the way the variable was set up. I use an alternative binary mea-
sure for hierarchy where 1 equals upper and top management and 0 
secretary, assistant and lower management and enter it in models 1 
and 2 in Table 2 as hierarchy_dummy. Untabulated results corrobo-
rate previous findings that hierarchy does not seem to influence the 
process significantly (p > 0.1). I also use hierarchy_dummy as alter-
native measure for hierarchy in the structural model from Table 3. 
Results remain unchanged, as the direct effect of hierarchy_dummy 
on whistleblowing (� = 0.161, p = . 09) as well as the interaction effect 
of situation× hierarchy_dummy are not significant (� = −0.30, p = . 75).

Instead of using z-tests (Paternoster et  al.,  1998) or modera-
tion analysis to determine whether coefficients differ across the 

F I G U R E  3   Interaction between compliance measures/fear of retaliation and whistleblowing. Left diagram represents interaction 
between fear of retaliation and whether employee made a hypothetical or real decision and whistleblowing. Right diagram shows interaction 
between compliance measures and whether employee made a hypothetical or real decision and whistleblowing. Lines are for graphical 
interpretation of effects, only. They are plotted using SPSS and PROCESS extension (Hayes, 2018)
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situations, a third option is available in partial least squares structural 
equation modeling. It provides a non-parametric multigroup analysis 
approach to determine whether the coefficients significantly dif-
fer across two groups (Hair et al., 2018; Sarstedt et al., 2011). The 
model is similar to the previous structural equation model in Table 3, 
less the moderation effects. Here, the situation variable serves as 
the distinction between the groups, similar to the linear and logit re-
gressions. The absolute differences between coefficients are given 
in Table 4.

Significant differences in the coefficients are found between the 
groups for fear of retaliation, only. The difference between coeffi-
cients for both groups in terms of compliance measures would only 
be significant on a rather lenient cut-off criteria (p < 0.1). In addition, 
respective p-values are added to the right for each situation group 
(hypothetical and real). Significances are similar to the original linear 
regression models from Table 2 and thus corroborate prior findings. 
The results here are attained with moderation effect controls and 
using a non-parametric bootstrap procedure (n = 5,000).

5  | DISCUSSION

5.1 | Contributions and implications

This research makes several important contributions to theory and 
practice. Methodologically, it was designed to answer an old ques-
tion in whistleblowing research: Can we use intention data to draw 
conclusions about actual whistleblowing or do policy measures 
based on intention research leave organizations with employees 
who intend but do not act (intention without action)? Practically, I 
also contribute to important questions about the effectiveness of 

compliance measures as value conveyors, limitations of compliance 
programs, the role of power within the organization, as well as cross-
cultural validity of findings. While these latter questions are also of 
interest to researchers, they are particularly relevant for practition-
ers and policymakers in designing effective whistleblowing systems 
and legislation.

The results of this study suggest that the main difference be-
tween whistleblowing intention and actual behavior cannot be 
found in the influential factors per se, but rather in the effect sizes 
of the variables. Employees underestimate the effect of situational 
and organizational variables in hypothetical compared to actual 
whistleblowing. This is in line with the theory of planned behavior, 
in which behavioral control aspects may differ in how they trans-
late from intention to actual behavior. The difference in effect sizes 
is more pronounced for negative (i.e., fear of retaliation) than pos-
itive factors (i.e., compliance measures), as the latter did not mate-
rialize in all tests. However, behavioral economic theories such as 
prospect theory have shown that people weigh negative factors 
more heavily than positive ones (Tversky & Kahneman, 1992; for 
whistleblowing in particular cf. Oelrich,  2019). This may explain 
the difference between negative and positive variable effect sizes.

An important implication of this finding is that intention re-
search may be an adequate substitute for behavior research in 
whistleblowing, where such data is hard to acquire. However, 
researchers should be cautious to interpret effect sizes, as they 
may not reflect the true impact of that particular behavioral con-
trol variable. In fact, all influential factors seem to be similar, ex-
cept for age. However, this variable was no longer an influence, 
nor moderated by the situation distinction, in the more complex 
structural model. These findings can also explain the significant 
difference between intention to whistleblow and actually blowing 

Multigroup analysis: Structural path p values for each situation

Coeff-diff 
(|Intention − 
Behavior|)

p value 
(behavior)

p value 
(intention)

A. Direct effects

Compliance measures → whistleblowing .10+  <.000 <.000

Age → whistleblowing .05n.s.  .561 .007

Gender → whistleblowing .06n.s.  .760 .168

Hierarchy → whistleblowing .05n.s.  .400 .847

Fear of retaliation → whistleblowing .11* .001 .004

Tenure → whistleblowing .00n.s.  .399 .106

B. Mediation effects

Age → tenure .09+  <.000 <.000

Age → hierarchy .15* .001 .054

Compliance measures → fear of retaliation .09n.s.  .239 .563

Tenure → hierarchy .18* .929 <.000

Note: Coeff-diff = coefficient difference.
+p < .1; *p < .05; 
n.s.not significant with p ≥ .1. 

TA B L E  4   Multigroup analysis of 
structural equation model with mediation 
effects
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the whistle. When effects of hindrances are underestimated, em-
ployees more often believe that they would come forward with 
information. In a real scenario, however, given the same fear of 
retaliation, they are less likely to whistleblow as the true impact 
of fears is stronger.

My additional findings in particular have broader implica-
tions for research and practitioners as well as policymakers. 
Sociodemographic factors seem to have little influence on the 
decision processes. Far more important are organizational and 
situational factors, such as fears associated with different forms 
of retaliation and compliance measures. This finding adds to the 
growing literature on the irrelevance of individual factors in the 
whistleblowing process (for a discussion see Culiberg & Mihelič, 
2017). Especially gender, tenure, and hierarchy are all associated 
with different positions of power. Their irrelevance in the process 
indicates that power dynamics and relationships within the organi-
zation may not be decisive factors in such decision-making overall. 
This is in line with arguments by Kenny and Bushnell (2020), who 
suggest that whistleblowers “speak out about injustice from a rel-
atively weak position of power,” regardless of whether they inherit 
higher or lower positions. Contrast for example whistleblowers 
Cynthia Cooper, Vice President of Internal Audit at WorldCom or 
Sherron Watkins, Vice President of Corporate Development at 
Enron against Edward Snowden, an average employee: position or 
hierarchy may not play a decisive role. Near and Miceli (1995, p. 
686) argued that whistleblowing is an influence process, in which 
the whistleblower believes to change managements' attitudes. 
However, this may also be applied the other way: if management 
wants employees to report misconduct, they would have to set 
up appropriate influential measures. One way would be through 
appropriate compliance measures, that influence the employee in 
their decision-making process—which is shown here to be an ef-
fective process in fostering whistleblowing.

On the other hand, situational and organizational factors seem to 
be relevant, with either prohibiting (fear of retaliation) or supporting 
(compliance measures) character. Fear of retaliation was found to 
be a major hindrance in the process across many studies. It remains 
one of the most challenging aspects for companies and policymak-
ers to control. While many countries have already introduced laws 
that protect from retaliation, they remain flawed. Finding effective 
protective measures should be the major goal for organizations and 
policymakers alike.

The mediation analysis suggests that compliance measures have 
no reductive effect on fears of retaliation. This is an important find-
ing for practitioners to consider, as companies need to acknowledge 
that it is not actual retaliation, but the perception of future retalia-
tion that influences the decision. Thus, there may be a detachment 
between measures that actually reduce retaliation and those that 
are perceived to reduce retaliation. Even if laws are effective in re-
ducing actual retaliation, this does not necessarily translate into a 
reduced fear of retaliation by colleagues and superiors. Other mea-
sures should be employed that are specifically tailored to reduce 
the perception of retaliation likelihood. For example, a focus on 

integrity-promoting corporate culture seems to have positive effects 
in this regard (Bussmann & Niemeczek, 2019).

Prior studies have not examined compliance measures explic-
itly. Guidelines, a code of conduct, or training programs, foster 
whistleblowing directly. They give guidance as to what is per-
ceived as correct behavior in any organization. When employees 
are educated about these corporate values and (un)wanted behav-
ior, they may be more confident in reporting situations that are 
not in line with these guidelines. This has practical implications for 
organizations. A culture of openness and trust or company virtues, 
as Kaptein (2011) calls them, may be effectively communicated 
through compliance measures. Teaching employees about com-
pany values directly influences their likelihood to come forward 
with information about misconduct. As many companies already 
have mandatory compliance programs in place, they are a cost-
efficient way to educate employees about corporate values or 
virtues.

The sample used here is comprised of responses from three 
countries, which is of particular interest for two reasons: First, 
I provide insight outside American samples, which dominate 
research on whistleblowing (Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017; Park 
et  al.,  2008; Patel,  2003) and second, they differ vastly in their 
cultural (House et  al.,  2004) and economic conditions, espe-
cially in regard to fraud (Graf Lambsdorff,  2007; Transparency 
International,  2019) as well as in their established compliance 
systems. Yet, the underlying process is similar and robust across 
organizations in different countries and cultures. This has direct 
managerial implications, as it enables companies to employ similar 
strategies in different countries and subsidiaries. Transporting val-
ues through established compliance channels may be an effective 
way to uncover misconduct in affiliated companies despite differ-
ent cultural and economic backgrounds. Especially for China, in 
which such compliance measures seem least established, there 
is untapped potential to foster whistleblowing. The impetus may 
come from organizations themselves or policymakers if they are 
willing to add legal provisions.

5.2 | Strengths and limitations

Whistleblowing is broadly defined in regard to actions that may 
be disclosed: Unethical, illegal, immoral (Near & Miceli,  1985). I 
looked at a very specific incident, namely fraudulent and corrupt 
actions. This topic has practical and theoretical value and is of 
major concern to organizations, given the enormous (non)financial 
impact of fraud and corruption in business and society at large. 
Generalizing from these findings to other types of whistleblow-
ing may be problematic, as it is possible that different types of 
misconduct are associated with other factors that influence the 
potential whistleblower.

Comparing groups of data sets is often difficult. Different 
studies use different instruments, research designs, and demo-
graphic groups. An issue that is especially prevalent in meta-studies 
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(Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran,  2005). In addition, most studies 
on whistleblowing rely on intention and student samples, which 
may not be representative of real whistleblowing in organizations. 
My research eliminates these issues by surveying real employees in 
real organizations on their whistleblowing behavior and intention, 
respectively. The research design used here allows me to capture in-
tention and real behavior data through a single survey and data gath-
ering process. However, this does not necessarily eliminate concerns 
of non-response and common-method bias. After all, I have to rely 
on the respondents' answers on attitudes and beliefs. Ex-ante, these 
concerns were mitigated by assuring respondents of their anonymity 
and confidentiality and they were not asked for personal identifiers 
(e.g., only age range was asked, not exact age, nor company name 
or industry sector). Given a large number of questions they were 
asked in wake of the research project, they should not have been 
able to guess the purpose of this project. Common-method bias 
does not extend to factual questions, such as implemented com-
pliance measures. Ex-post methods to control for common-method 
bias (Richardson et al., 2009) were shown to have limited value and 
were not used here. Non-response or social desirability biases may 
have also affected the results, although suggestions to minimize 
these effects were considered (Ahmad et al., 2014). In fact, sample 
characteristics are broadly in line with gender, age, and education 
combinations in their respective country populations and the non-
response of participants regarding the survey questions was gen-
erally low.

Methodologically, I corroborate my initial results with several dif-
ferent approaches and variable variations, which yield similar results. 
This helps to limit inherent methodological issues in this comparison 
approach, in particular, the binary nature of behavior variables and 
ordinal data in intention answers.

5.3 | Future research directions

The study gives confidence that intention research may be a valuable 
option when actual behavior in organizations is costly to observe. 
This introduces new options and avenues to study: Whistleblowing 
as protracted process (Vandekerckhove & Phillips, 2019) for exam-
ple may be easier to study in controlled environments and repeated 
experimental setups, as does research on other organizational mis-
conduct, that might be even harder to observe and investigate than 
fraud, such as sexual harassment and racial discrimination.

While I looked at individual factors such as gender, age, or job 
position, there are many other factors that might influence the pro-
cess, for example, previous experiences with whistleblowing (Park 
& Lewis, 2019) or personal attitude toward the specific type of mis-
conduct, as there are already many different forms of fraud. Much 
recent work on whistleblowing explores moral reasoning and values 
that influence the whistleblowing process from the perspective of 
the whistleblower (Park & Lewis, 2019; Park et al., 2018). In this line 
of research, it would be interesting to understand how such moral 
values can be taught (Oelrich et  al.,  2020) and how organizations 

can best communicate their own sets of values and an ethical cli-
mate, which have been shown to influence the process (Bussmann & 
Niemeczek, 2019; Latan et al., 2018). That is, which types of compli-
ance measures and company values are effective and how can these 
measures best be implemented? An attempt to consolidate both of 
these research directions was undertaken by Cheng et al. (2019) who 
look at the moderating influence of moral courage on ethical lead-
ership and organizational politics, which is similar to the approach 
taken here, where the mediating role of compliance measures on 
fear of retaliation was incorporated. All of these questions should be 
ideally embedded in cultural contexts and comparisons, in order to 
find best practice approaches tailored to specific needs, especially 
given that my results suggest that influence processes may not differ 
significantly across cultures.

6  | CONCLUSION

Whistleblowing is an effective tool against fraud and corruption. 
However, researchers have struggled to acquire data on actual 
whistleblowers and as a consequence relied mostly on intention 
research. In this study, I survey employees in China, Germany, and 
Russia on fraud and corruption at their workplace and subsequent 
reports of such cases (whistleblowing), with the purpose of answer-
ing a significant methodological question: Can we use intention data 
to draw conclusions about actual whistleblowing or do measures 
based on intention research leave organizations with employees 
who intend but do not act? The results of the present study suggest 
that the influencing factors are similar across both actual behavior 
and hypothetical intention groups. The key difference between 
whistleblowing intention and behavior is that employees underesti-
mate the influence (effect sizes) of behavioral control aspects, such 
as fear of retaliation and compliance measures in intention scenarios 
compared to actual situations. Thus, intention research may be an 
adequate substitute for behavior research in whistleblowing, where 
such data is hard to acquire. For intention samples, however, effect 
sizes need to be interpreted with caution, as they may not reflect the 
true impact of a behavioral control variable.

In addition, important questions for practitioners and policymak-
ers about the effectiveness of compliance measures as value con-
veyors, the role of power within the organization and cross-cultural 
validity of findings were tackled. I find that individual factors are 
not major influences, whereas fear of retaliation and compliance 
measures have a significant negative and positive effect on whis-
tleblowing, respectively. Power dynamics do not seem to be a de-
cisive factor for the potential whistleblower, whereas adequate 
compliance systems as conveyor of values and virtues provide as-
surance that fosters whistleblowing behavior, as does a reduction in 
the perception of fears.

My findings help researchers to interpret their whistleblowing 
intention results more meaningfully, while practitioners should pay 
a closer look at compliance measures and retaliation—regardless of 
culture and country.
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ENDNOTE S
	1	 Immanuel Kant distinguished between a mere “want” (das Möchten) to 

do something and the “will” (der Willen) to actually act (Kant, 1785, p. 
G394). 

	2	 Google Scholar lists over 590 citations as of January 2020. 

	3	 As they always matched in this sample, I simply use the variable coun-
try. Questionnaires were distributed in the respective language and 
with a number-stem from that country. 

	4	 I thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out that such comparabil-
ity between groups should be established first. 

	5	 I use the PROCESS extension for SPSS by Hayes (2018) to show this 
effect graphically. 
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