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Abstract 
The whistle-blowing behavior in the organization is an employee’s whis-
tle-blowing on the illegal, destructive rules and unethical behaviors in the 
workplace, and is an effective mechanism to timely correct non-ethical beha-
viors in the organization. The article reviews the research origin, concept and 
measurement methods of whistle-blowing behaviors, discusses the deci-
sion-making process of whistle-blowing behavior from different theoretical 
perspectives, and systematically sorts out the influencing factors and gene-
rating mechanisms of whistle-blowing intention or behavior from multiple 
levels. Proposing future research should focus on issues such as localized 
whistle-blowing behavior, the impact of different context variables, and lon-
gitudinal research on whistle-blowing behavior. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, organizational moral anomie has emerged in an endless stream, 
and moral and ethical issues have become the focus of attention in the practical 
and theoretical circles. In the eighteenth century, British politician Burke fa-
mously said: “The only necessary condition for evil to win is that the good guys 
stand by”, from the opposite side, pointing out the key role of whistle-blowing in 
stopping wrong doing, a lot of practice. It also proves that whistle-blowing beha-
vior in an organization is one of the effective ethical management tools of an or-
ganization. There are often eye-catching reports in China’s media reports, and 
the government is also strengthening anti-corruption efforts. Therefore, it is of 
great practical significance to carry out research on whistle-blowing behaviors in 
organizations. 
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Western scholars in the fields of law, ethics and organization began to study 
the whistle-blowing behavior from the middle of the last century. Among them, 
the research on whistle-blowing behavior in the organization has achieved rela-
tively fruitful results, but the relevant research in China is still relatively lacking. 
This paper sorts out the research on whistle-blowing behaviors in the organiza-
tion (hereinafter referred to as whistle-blowing) and proposes possible future 
research directions. 

2. Concept and Measurement of Whistle-Blowing 
2.1. Concept of Whistle-Blowing 

Whistle-blowing refers to the act of an existing or former member of an organi-
zation discovering an illegal, unethical, or irregular behavior in an organization 
and whistle-blowing to an individual or organization that may affect the beha-
vior [1]. Whistle-blowing behavior includes two methods: one is internal whis-
tle-blowing, which points to the superior leadership and management within the 
organization to report problems; the other is external whistle-blowing, pointing 
to whistle-blowing issues by government agencies, the media or professional or-
ganizations. This definition has been widely recognized by researchers and is 
quoted to this day. The whistle-blowing behavior has been defined by scholars as 
prosocial, off-character, and organizational citizenship behaviors. The three 
views agree that: 1) the basic motivation for whistle-blowing behavior is to pre-
vent misconduct, and it is a positive behavior that hopes to benefit society, or-
ganization, and others. 2) whistle-blowing behavior is self-reflective, indepen-
dent, and not subject to mandatory requirements. 

2.2. Measurement of Whistle-Blowing 

Miceli et al. (2009) argued that whistle-blowing behavior does not occur often 
compared to other behaviors. At the same time, it is difficult to observe because 
most of them are conducted through confidential hot-lines or anonymous letters 
[2]. Most existing studies use two types of methods to measure whistle-blowing 
behavior. First, the actual whistle-blowing behavior is measured. The respondent 
selects the dichotomous variable according to the recall, such as “Is it reported to 
the internal superiors after the discovery of the unethical behavior?” The second 
is to solve the difficulty of measuring the actual whistle-blowing behavior by 
measuring the intention to whistle-blowing. For example, the scale developed by 
Park et al. (2005) uses three items to measure internal whistle-blowing intention, 
external whistle-blowing intention and non-whistle-blowing intention. Ques-
tions such as “If I find misconduct in the workplace, I will whistle-blowing this 
to my superior.” [3]. 

For complex whistle-blowing behavior, existing measurement tools are sim-
ple, inconsistent, and less stringent. Whether it is possible to conduct a subdivi-
sion of the structural dimension according to different motives, purposes, 
processes or outcomes remains to be explored by scholars; Secondly, the whis-
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tle-blowing behavior is a highly sensitive topic, and the self-whistle-blowing 
scale will inevitably lead to social deviation bias and recall bias; Moreover, since 
individuals generally overestimate their moral tendencies, an individual’s inten-
tion to report does not necessarily mean that actual whistle-blowing behavior 
will occur. Meta-analytic studies have found that the relationship between some 
variables and the intention to report is significantly stronger than the relation-
ship with the actual report. These problems are one of the reasons why the cur-
rent empirical research conclusions are inconsistent, difficult to compare and 
integrate. In the future, it is necessary to improve the research methods, com-
bined with the research objectives, objects and situations, using a series of re-
search or mixed research design, combined with the use of multiple methods in 
qualitative and quantitative research to appropriately supplement the deficien-
cies of a single research method. 

3. Decision-Making Process of Whistle-Blowing 

Individuals observe that misconduct is not the same as when they detect an 
emergency (such as a fire or a bloody event), and they have sufficient time to 
make decisions in the former situation. Studies have developed a whis-
tle-blowing decision process model from the perspective of prosocial organiza-
tional behavior, ethical behavior, social information processing, and collection 
theory (see Table 1). 

3.1. Prosocial Organizational Behavior (POB) Model 

Dozier (1985) used the POB model to describe the whistle-blowing decision 
process: 1) perception of misconduct, i.e. whether it has been reported or corrected;  
 
Table 1. Whistle-blowing decision process. 

Theoretical 
model 

The first stage 
The second 

stage 
The third stage The fourth stage 

POB model 

Perception of 
misconduct; 

whether 
misconduct has 
been reported or 

corrected 

Analyze the 
signals  

transmitted by 
misconduct and 
the extent of the 
damage caused 

Judging  
whistle-blowing 
responsibilities; 
the possibility of 
whistle-blowing 

success;  
assessing  

benefit-cost 

Generate  
intention or 
behavior to 

whistle-blowing 

EB model 

Aware of 
unethical 

behavior, the 
interests of one 
party have been 

harmed 

Determining 
whether  

whistle-blowing 
is an ideal  

moral choice 

Assess the  
extent of ethical 

values,  
accountability 

and ethical 
commitment 

Ethical choice 

SIP model 

Observed 
misconduct; 

economic 
rationality 

Responsibility 
attribution 

Responsibility 
judgment,  
emotional 

change 

Emotional 
change makes a 

decision 
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2) analysis of the signal transmitted by the misconduct and the extent of the 
harm caused, such as the presence of misconduct indicates The default attitude 
of the manager? What is the level of psychological damage caused by employees? 
3) to determine whether they have the responsibility and ability to whis-
tle-blowing and prevent misconduct, while assessing the expected benefits and 
costs of whistle-blowing actions; 4) generate intention and behavior [4]. The 
POB model follows an economically rational decision-making process that con-
siders the “benefit-cost” of whistle-blowing actions. The observer will only take 
action when the expected benefit is greater than the cost. Therefore, the POB 
model is a result-oriented utility decision-making model. Empirical studies 
based on the POB model are the most common. The researchers verified the in-
fluence of different independent variables on whistle-blowing decisions, and ex-
plained that the internal mechanism of action is the individual or contextual 
factors acting on the observer’s psychological cognition, which affects the whis-
tle-blowing decision by affecting the benefit-cost analysis. For example, Keil et 
al. (2010) found that positive organizational climate and boss trust promoted 
whistle-blowing intention through the intermediary role of benefit-cost analysis 
[5]; Gaudine et al. (2001) found that people with positive emotions have positive 
bias toward the assessment of whistle-blowing results. Therefore, positive emo-
tions promote the intention to whistle-blowing [6]. 

3.2. Ethical Behavior (EB) Model 

Trevino et al. (2006) pointed out that whistle-blowing behavior is a high-ethical 
organizational behavior. The ethical behavior model describes the whis-
tle-blowing decision-making process as follows: 1) ethical perception, which 
means that the occurrence of misconduct and the interests of one party are 
damaged; 2) ethical judgment, i.e. Thinking whether whistle-blowing is an ideal 
moral choice; 3) ethical incentives, that is, assessing the importance of moral 
values relative to other values, the degree of responsibility and ethical commit-
ment; 4) ethical choices, that is, making whistle-blowing decisions [7]. Unlike 
the POB model, the EB model emphasizes the psychological process of moral 
cognition, and the observer decides whether to make a report by moral judg-
ment. This makes the EB model and the POB model very different in economic 
rationality, and the EB model is biased towards the moral decision-making 
model. However, the EB model does not deny the interference of economic ra-
tionality. For example, Zhang et al. (2009) found that internal control points or 
positive affects positively regulate the relationship between moral judgment and 
whistle-blowing intention [8]. 

3.3. Social Information Processing (SIP) Model 

Gundlach et al. (2003) established a SIP model based on the POB model, which 
means that individuals make whistle-blowing decisions by interpreting miscon-
duct and information of actors. The process is: 1) Observing inappropriate be-
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havior; 2) Attribution (referring to the cause of misconduct events) and eco-
nomic rational processes. The actor’s impression management affects these two 
parallel processes; 3) responsibility judgment and emotional change process 
(such as fear, understanding, anger, etc.); 4) making report decisions [9]. The 
SIP model interprets the whistle-blowing decision process from a more syste-
matic cognitive perspective. Specifically, the SIP model not only recognizes eco-
nomic rationality as an important stage of the decision-making process, but also 
emphasizes the importance of the attribution process. The SIP model states that 
attribution and economic rationality are biased by the impression management 
of actors (such as finding excuses, apologies, intimidation, etc.). The SIP model 
integrates the emotional response process of the observer into the deci-
sion-making process, pointing out that attribution, responsibility judgment and 
economic rationality will cause the observer to have emotional changes and thus 
influence the whistle-blowing behavior. The SIP model shifts the researcher’s 
thinking into attention to misconduct and actors. Bhal et al. (2011), Robinson et 
al. (2011), and Michael et al. (2008) empirically studied the moral strength of 
misconduct [10], type [11], evidence [12] and other impacts on whistle-blowing 
decisions. For example, Bhal (2011) found that the moral intensity of unethical 
behavioral events positively regulates the relationship between ethical leadership, 
leadership-member exchange quality and whistle-blowing intention [10]. 

4. Influencing Factors of Whistle-Blowing Intention and  
Behavior 

This paper sorts out the influencing factors of employee’s intention and beha-
vior, and believes that the factors affecting employee whistle-blowing include in-
dividual factors, organizational factors and national factors. Details are as follows: 

4.1. Individual Factor 

• The Demographic characteristics. Some scholars use the theory of power to 
explain the influence of demographic characteristics. They think that demo-
graphic characteristics represent the power of ordinary meaning, and power 
influences the whistle-blowing results, which in turn affects the whis-
tle-blowing behavior. However, the research conclusions obtained by empir-
ical research are not consistent. For example, Lee et al. (2004) found that 
men, seniors, and long-term tenants are more likely to whistle-blowing [13]. 
Mesmer-Magnus et al. (2005) found that women were more likely to whis-
tle-blowing, and older people were negatively correlated with internal whis-
tle-blowing and their tenure was not related to internal whistle-blowing [14]. 
It can be explained that the demographic characteristics are only the external 
characteristics of the individual, and their effects are interfered by the context 
variables and do not have a stable predictive ability. 

• Personality and emotion. The influence of individual intrinsic characteristics 
such as personality or emotion on whistle-blowing intention and behavior 
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has been unanimously recognized by recent research. For example, Bjorkelo 
et al. (2010) found that extroversion, low affinity, and dominance in the “Big 
Five” personality promoted whistle-blowing behavior [15]; MacNab (2008) 
found that high self-efficacy enhances whistle-blowing intention [16]; Mi-
chael (2008) demonstrates that situation-specific leverage (an informal power 
that acts in a specific context, related to expertise, authority, and interperson-
al relationships) positively affects actual whistle-blowing behavior [12]. Gau-
dine (2001) found that people with positive emotions are more willing to 
help others, protect organizations and make recommendations that are bene-
ficial to the organization. At the same time, the perception and evaluation of 
the whistle-blowing results will have a positive bias, thus promoting the in-
tention to whistle-blowing [6]. 

• Job role. Characteristics such as role responsibility and supervisor identity 
represent the formal power of the individual in the organization and symbol-
ize the “legality” of the behavior. Miceli (2002) found that role responsibili-
ties and supervisor status influence whistle-blowing intention or behavior 
[17]. This is because when the role responsibilities clearly state that the indi-
vidual has the responsibility to monitor and correct misconduct in the or-
ganization, the observer will do his duty and believe that the whistle-blowing 
action will be treated correctly. 

• Perception and attitude. Trevino (2001) found that when employees perceive 
organizational justice and have a clear ethical plan, they are more willing to 
whistle-blowing management issues, and channel fairness promotes em-
ployees’ intention to whistle-blowing and actual whistle-blowing behavior 
[18]. In the latest research, some scholars stand on the basis of economic ra-
tionality and regard employees as “rational people” to analyze the “bene-
fit-cost” of whistle-blowing behavior. Alleyne (2017) believes that there are 
significant negative correlations between the whistle-blowing intention and 
the costs of whistle-blowing such as retaliation, threats, and damages, and 
that the auditor’s perceived cost is higher. The lower the intention to whis-
tle-blowing [19]. Dalton (2013) pointed out that Machiavellianism indirectly 
affects whistle-blowing intention through perceived costs and perceived ben-
efits [20]. Gao (2014) found that factors such as whistle-blowing channels 
and the power status of the wrong person indirectly affect the intention to 
whistle-blowing through perceived cost, perceived severity, and perceived 
responsibility [21]. Keil (2010) pointed out that the trust of the boss, whis-
tle-blowing anonymity, responsibility and so on all influence the whis-
tle-blowing decision by affecting the benefit-cost [5]. It can be seen that most 
of the individual factors indirectly affect the intention to whistle-blowing by 
influencing the cost-benefit perceived by the whistle-blowing behavior. 

4.2. Organizational Situational Factors 

• Ethical culture and ethical atmosphere. Trevino (2006) believes that ethical 
culture makes ethical decisions by influencing employees’ psychological per-
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ception structure and enabling employees to understand the shared values 
and goals of the organization. Zhang et al. (2009) found that positive ethical 
culture strengthens the legitimacy and collective norms of ethical behavior, 
affects the expected effectiveness of employees in whistle-blowing, and thus 
promotes the intention to whistle-blowing [8]. Kaptein (2010) found that 
negative negative ethical culture hinders the generation of intention to whis-
tle-blowing [22]. 

• The whistle-blowing system. Lewis et al. (2007) pointed out that the estab-
lishment of a clearly visible whistle-blowing system can help to alleviate the 
concerns of observers and promote the intention to whistle-blowing and the 
realization of behavior [23]. The Stansburry (2009) survey found that most 
companies in the European sample provide confidentiality guarantees and 
anonymous whistle-blowing procedures, with nearly half of the companies 
providing hotline services; 95% of North American multinational companies 
have dedicated whistle-blowing hotline services [24]. Lee et al. (2013) found 
that organizations supporting whistle-blowings, allowing anonymous whis-
tle-blowing, the number of external auditors in the audit committee, and the 
extent of centralized shareholdings are positively related to employees’ inten-
tion to whistle-blowing, and the establishment of a dedicated whistle-blowing 
hotline is one of the most effective whistle-blowing systems [25]. 

4.3. National Factor 

• National laws and regulations. In recent years, countries have introduced 
laws and regulations aimed at protecting and motivating whistle-blowers. 
Lewis (2007) survey results show that whistle-blowing laws and regulations 
have a significant role in promoting whistle-blowing behavior [23]. However, 
Vandekerckhove et al. (2011) pointed out that there is a general lack of 
guidance on the methods of managing whistle-blowing behaviors in existing 
laws and regulations, failing to adequately provide incentives for bonuses, 
and failing to emphasize the role responsibility requirements of key players in 
whistle-blowing, and lack of mode of operation for monitoring and checking 
whistle-blowing [26]. The improvement of national whistle-blowing laws has 
important reference significance for the establishment of whistle-blowing 
laws in China. 

• National culture. The study of the influence of national culture on whis-
tle-blowing behavior can be summarized into the following three categories: 
The first category is to compare the ways or the influencing factors of whis-
tle-blowing behaviors in cross-cultural contexts. For example, Park et al. 
(2008) found that college students in Korea, Turkey and the United Kingdom 
tend to formally, anonymously and internally whistle-blowing [27]; Trong-
mateerut (2013) pointed out that the subjective norms of whistle-blowing of 
college students in Thailand and the United States are different, but they all 
affect whistle-blowing. Will, while the former is more closely related [28]; the 
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second is to examine the influence of cultural dimensions. For example, Park 
(2005)’s research on Korean civil servants found that the “father as a sub-
class” culture in Confucian ethics hinders the intention to whistle-blowing, 
while the “following a wife” culture promotes intention to whistle-blowing; 
horizontal collectivism promotes whistle-blowing intention, while vertical 
collectivism There is no influence on the intention to whistle-blowing [3]; the 
third category is to explore the whistle-blowing mechanism in a specific cul-
tural context. For example, Skivennes (2010) found that most Norwegian 
public sector employees whistle-blowing their behavior when they observe 
unethical behavior, and they are effective. Rarely retaliated by organizations, 
which is quite different from existing research findings. The research proves 
that the communication culture, collective arrangement and legal awareness 
of Norwegian organizations are the main reasons for promoting whis-
tle-blowing behavior [29]. Zhang et al. (2009) found that the emergence of 
internal whistle-blowing intention in the Chinese context was influenced by 
organizational ethical culture and positive emotions [8].  

The following is a summary of the factors affecting whistle-blowing (see 
Table 2). 

5. Future Progress 
5.1. Conduct Localized Whistle-Blowing Research 

China’s legal, cultural and economic environment determines the unique back-
ground of whistle-blowing behavior. For example, there is no specific whis-
tle-blowing law in China, and potential whistle-blowers lack security and incen-
tives. The values of Chinese culture, moral awareness, and the identification of 
unethical behavior may differ from those of Western countries. The cultural 
characteristics of “harmony” thinking, collectivism, high power distance, and 
high uncertainty avoidance are in opposition to whistle-blowing behaviors that 
challenge authority, destroy interpersonal relationships, risk and “unfaithful-
ness”; Oversupply in the job market makes it difficult for potential whis-
tle-blowers to bear retaliation results such as career risks. In this context, exist-
ing research results from Western countries may not be fully suitable for China’s 
localized whistle-blowing behavior research. Therefore, carrying out research on 
whistle-blowing behavior in China’s context is an important and key future re-
search direction. 

5.2. Differentiate the Impact of Specific Context Variables 

First, explore the impact of different types of industries, especially those with 
non-ethical issues such as food, medical care, and finance that frequently occur 
and are highly harmful. Exploring the mechanisms and outcomes of whis-
tle-blowing behaviors in these industries and designing whistle-blowing beha-
vior induction mechanisms are of great significance for guiding practice. Se-
condly, the existing research has not fully paid attention to the impact of ethical  
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Table 2. Influencing factors of whistle-blowing. 

Representative 
scholar 

Journal 
Year of  

publication 
Individual 

factor 
Organizational 

factor 
National  

factor 

Alleyne 
Meditari 

Accountancy 
Research 

2017 √ — — 

Gao 
Journal of Business 

Ethics 
2015 √ — — 

Trongmateerut 
Journal of Business 

Ethics 
2013 — — √ 

Lee 
Journal of Business 

Ethics 
2013 — — √ 

Kaptein 
Journal of Business 

Ethics 
2010 — √ — 

Bjorkelo 

Journal of 
Occupational & 
Organizational 

Psychology, 

2010 — √ — 

Skivenes Human Relations 2010 — — √ 

Zhang 
Journal of Business 

Ethics 
2009 — √ — 

Trevino 
Journal of 

Management, 
2006 — √ — 

Lee Human Relations 2004 √ — — 

Gaudine 
Journal of Business 

Ethics 
2001 √ — — 

 
incentive policies and human resource management practices as organizational 
situations. It is necessary to explore how to combine ethical incentive policies 
with human resource management systems to stimulate and induce whis-
tle-blowing behaviors. Finally, strengthen the test of the characteristics of un-
ethical actors and the impact of impression management on the observers; and 
explore the impact of the internal and external characteristics of the recipient’s 
power, attitude, mood, and intention on the observer’s whistle-blowing deci-
sions. 

5.3. Longitudinal Study of Whistle-Blowing 

Most of the existing research is cross-sectional research, even for longitudinal 
studies, the time span is very short. Although this kind of linear measurement 
has certain predictive power, it is not clear that the whistle-blowing behavior is a 
continuous process and its subsequent changes, especially the reporter’s cogni-
tion and changes in emotions and behaviors. In the future, longitudinal research 
is needed to further explore the different stages of the whistle-blowing and deci-
sion-making process, and to further clarify the persistence of whistle-blowing 
behaviors and the psychological changes of reporters. 
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