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whistleblowing landscape 



Setting the scene
“Whistleblowing”, the colloquial term given to the act of speaking out 
and disclosing serious wrongdoing by an employer, has attracted 
high-profile media attention and legal review in recent years. 

Some organisations and industry sectors encourage such behaviours 
and have embraced the concept, through speaking out policies and 
mechanisms and supportive cultural environments. Others are more 
reticent or simply do not identify a need for such an approach. 
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The law can act as a catalyst for change but, just as 
practice varies from employer to employer, legal 
protection of whistleblowers varies enormously around 
the world. The United States not only has a regime 
under which individuals are protected from detrimental 
treatment, it seeks to encourage disclosure by providing 
reward where whistleblowing leads to recovery of 
significant financial loss. In the UK, financial reward for 
whistleblowing has been considered but rejected, legal 
review there favouring a framework of protections for 
individuals who make qualifying disclosures. Elsewhere, 
the legal focus of some countries is upon specific 
business sectors, whilst in others there is no specific 
provision.

What does appear to be a globally accepted view is that 
whistleblowing is on the increase. This in turn increases 
pressure upon governments to review whether measures 
are in place to adequately protect those making the 
disclosures from intimidation or retaliation. The G20 
countries are amongst those who have collectively 
recognised the significance of such measures, having 
identified whistleblower protection as a key priority in 
recent years. The European Commission too is actively 
exploring options for horizontal or further sectorial action 
at EU level, to enhance whistleblowing protection across 
member states. 

According to the responses from Eversheds Sutherland 
colleagues across our respective offices, an increasing 
number of jurisdictions are introducing specific legal 
provision related to the protection of whistleblowers or 
have plans to do so. 

The UK was amongst the first countries to introduce 
comprehensive legal protection for whistleblowers, 
through its Public Interest Disclosure Act in 1998. Many 
other countries have since followed suit with their own 
specific provision, Ireland having adopted legislation 
not dissimilar to that of the UK and France and the 

These combined factors have meant that, in just the last 
few years, many countries which had no specific legal 
protection in this area previously (or limited provision 
only) have introduced new laws. Some have been 
motivated by stricter industry requirements, particularly in 
the Financial Services sector, whilst others are taking such 
steps because they are attributing greater value to the 
role of whistleblowing in compliance more generally. 

Across the Eversheds Sutherland offices, many report 
significant recent changes to national whistleblowing 
provision or that their country is awaiting implementation 
of new proposals. In just the last two years, at least 
six of the jurisdictions in which we have offices have 
implemented considerably enhanced laws.

To gauge the global picture from a legal perspective and 
how organisations with operations in more than one 
jurisdiction approach the legal requirements imposed 
upon them, we invited our employment lawyers and a 
discrete collection of clients across the globe to share 
information and experiences of whistleblowing law and 
practice, the results of which are set out in the following 
pages. 

Netherlands having recently introduced extensive reforms 
(see table overleaf).  

Information revealed by Eversheds Sutherland offices 
identifies that, of the sample 22 international centres 
asked, 64% have some existing legal provision expressly 
concerning whistleblowing. 14% of the centres are 
reviewing whether express provision is necessary or 
are actively looking to enhance existing whistleblowing 
protections but 36% have no current plans to introduce 
specific whistleblowing laws, in the main because it is not 
perceived as necessary. 

Overview of whistleblowing laws

jurisdictions 
with express 

provision

jurisdictions
without express

provision

jurisdictions looking to 
introduce/expand legal 

provision

64% 14% 36%
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Legal provision 
around the globe
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Country Where legal provision is 
set out

Effect

Austria Various environmental, 
financial services and 
public service legislation

Degree of employee protection = limited

Public sector, financial services and environmental workers are protected 
from detrimental treatment (including dismissal) providing they follow 
legal requirements in disclosing alleged wrongdoing.

Belgium Act of 31 July 2017 Degree of employee protection = limited 

Restricted to financial services sectors, individuals reporting financial 
irregularities and crimes to the Financial Services and Marketing Authority 
are protected from detriment and will receive anonymity. A limited 
degree of protection also arises through unfair dismissal provision 
where additional compensation may be awarded (3 to 17 weeks’ pay) if 
whistleblowing was a factor. 

China Regulation of labour 
security provision and 
criminal procedure

Degree of employee protection = limited

Although provision applies quite broadly (to individuals as well as an 
organisation) and financial incentives are offered in significant cases, 
protection of the individual is limited to intervention only.

No penalties or compensation payments are available.

France Sapin II Act dated 
December 9, 2017 and 
Labour, Civil and Criminal 
codes

Degree of employee protection = advanced

Most employers (companies with at least 50 employees) are obliged to 
have an appropriate policy addressing whistleblowing practice. Procedure 
and individuals are protected from detriment where disclosure is made in 
good faith and in the public interest. Disclosure to the employer (or to the 
referee designated by the employer) is encouraged.

Ireland The Protected Disclosures 
Act 2014

Degree of employee protection = advanced

Employees and workers are protected from retaliation if they disclose 
specified types of “wrongdoing” and in accordance with requirements, 
such as reasonable belief.

Disclosure to the employer is encouraged.

Italy Law no. 179/2017 and 
Legislative Decree no. 
231/2001

Degree of employee protection = limited

Protection of whistleblowers from retaliation by their employer includes 
both public and private sector workers, by providing – on the one 
hand - that the employer shall set out within its organisational model 
specific channels for workers to file a complaint against illicit conduct 
and – on the other hand – the prohibition of any retaliatory measure 
against the whistleblower. Complaints of retaliation must be based on 
specific evidence, but the burden of proving that the reason for it was not 
connected to a disclosure lies with the employer. 

Netherlands The Dutch House for 
Whistleblowers Act 2016 
and various public sector 
regulations

Degree of employee protection = advanced

Comprehensive protections have been introduced for whistleblowers, 
requiring employers to have a clear, well-communicated policy and to 
protect workers from detrimental treatment. The Netherlands also has a 
specific independent body which advises upon and oversees compliance, 
as well as investigates alleged breaches. 

The information gleaned from the various Eversheds Sutherland 
offices reveals the following current legal provision:
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Poland Residual regulations of the 
Labour Code and Code of 
Criminal Procedure.

Degree of employee protection = limited 

Whistleblowers are protected from retaliatory actions by their employer 
where the disclosure relates to specified forms of criminal activity, such as 
fraud or money-laundering. (More comprehensive changes are proposed)

Romania Whistleblower Protection 
Act 2004 and other 
criminal and competition 
compliance provisions

Degree of employee protection = limited

Extensive protection for public sector employees who, on disclosure 
of various forms of crime, corruption or negligence in good faith, are 
protected from detrimental treatment, even being able to involve the 
media if they face disciplinary action. Recent years have also seen evolving 
protections in the reporting of competition breaches or crimes in terms of 
protecting whistleblowers’ anonymity.

Slovakia Whistleblower Protection 
Act 2015

Degree of employee protection = advanced

Employees who report crimes and certain other unlawful activities in good 
faith are protected from retaliation and may also be eligible for financial 
reward. Larger employers are obliged to have a whistleblowing policy.

South Africa Protected Disclosures Act 
2000

Degree of employee protection = advanced

Current employees and workers are protected against dismissal or any 
prejudice or detriment if they disclose information to specified persons in 
good faith. The dismissal of employees for making protected disclosures 
is rendered automatically unfair. Compensation of up to 12 months’ salary 
may be claimed for detrimental treatment, or up to 24 months’ salary for 
an automatically unfair dismissal. The requirements for making disclosures 
are limited and the stipulated procedures are flexible, thus allowing broad 
opportunity for employees to make such protected disclosures. 

Sweden Act on special protection 
against victimisation of 
workers who are sounding 
the alarm about serious 
wrongdoing 2016

Degree of employee protection = limited

Whistleblowers are expressly protected from retaliatory action by their 
employer where they have raised concerns with the employer/trade 
union in the first instance related to criminal and other offences. Some 
protection may also be available to those reporting less serious conduct. 

United 
States

Multiple federal and state 
statutes

Degree of employee protection = advanced

Various provisions protect employees from retaliatory conduct by 
an employer, for example in the context of discrimination, employee 
benefits and compensation, medical or family leave, unfair labour 
practices, health and safety, military service and immigration. Both the 
process for disclosure and applicable remedies are identified within the 
relevant legislation and might include injunctive relief as well as financial 
compensation. In the financial services sector, the Sarbanes-Oxley Act and 
Dodd-Frank Act protect employees who report or assist in proceedings 
regarding corporate wrongdoing.

UK Public Interest Disclosure 
Act 1998

Degree of employee protection = advanced

Employees are protected from detriment, dismissal and harassment upon 
the disclosure of certain “wrongdoing” providing the individual reasonably 
believes disclosure to be in the public interest. Disclosure to the employer 
is encouraged. In the financial services sector, many institutions are also 
under an obligation to ensure adequate communication of and access 
to whistleblowing rights and to appoint a “whistleblowers’ champion” to 
oversee this.
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Country Comment

Czech Republic General employment laws aim to protect against discriminatory or unfair dismissals but there 
is no specific whistleblowing legislation outside of the public and financial services sectors and 
the reporting of financial crimes or impropriety.

Germany General employment laws protect against unfair treatment in the workplace but there is no 
specific whistleblowing legislation.

Qatar No specific whistleblowing legislation. Complaints are dealt with internally by employers, 
making any protection dependent on the individual employer. (The QFC Regulatory Authority 
has recently consulted on new reporting proposals.)

Russia No specific whistleblowing legislation although a limited degree of protection arises through 
crime prevention laws. (More comprehensive changes are proposed for anti-corruption 
purposes.)

Saudi Arabia Anti-concealment law includes provision that reward may be available for disclosures of 
violations of the labour law which lead to conviction (the award being of no more than 25% 
of the fine amount imposed on the entity). Although stopping short of providing express 
whistleblower protection, it can be implied that the reporting employee would be protected 
from any adverse action arising due solely to their disclosure. A national anti-corruption 
strategy is also applicable to the public sector.

Singapore No specific whistleblowing legislation. Any issues are deemed to be dealt with adequately by 
industry or sector regulators. However, in relation to disclosures of corruption, the Prevention 
of Corruption Act (Chapter 241) of Singapore affords anonymity to whistleblowers. The right 
to anonymity may be revoked where the courts believe that justice cannot be served without 
revealing the identity of the informer, or the whistleblower did not believe that the statement 
he or she was making was true (or actually knew that the statement was false).

Switzerland No specific whistleblowing legislation although a limited degree of protection arises through 
unfair dismissal provision and crime prevention laws.

UAE No specific whistleblowing legislation although some protection can arise in the context of 
anti-corruption provision. Many organisations voluntarily adopt a global policy prohibiting 
retaliation against whistleblowers but this does not extend to third parties who, under UAE law, 
can bring defamation action against an accuser (including whistleblowers). Employers cannot 
protect against such criminal proceedings.

Countries without express or proposed legal provision*

* Countries shown above as lacking express whistleblowing protection for employees may nonetheless provide limited 
provision indirectly, for example through health and safety and banking and finance regulation.     
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Country Comment Date

Poland New legislation aimed at introducing specific protections is under 
consideration. The time frame for introduction is not clear but, once 
operational, the Transparency in Public Life Act will provide new employment 
protections against detrimental treatment and dismissal, as well as obligations 
upon larger employers to have disclosure policies.  

Not yet 
known

Qatar The Qatar Financial Centre Regulatory Authority has recently consulted 
on ‘Protected Reporting’ (whistleblowing) rules which would require firms 
regulated by it to have a protected reporting policy that covers certain key 
points and is appropriate to the nature, scale and complexity of the relevant 
firm. Law in this area may therefore be introduced in the near future.

Not yet 
known

Russia New legislation aimed at extending protections in the public and private 
sectors for corruption reporting is under consideration.

Not yet 
known

Countries proposing whistleblowing laws (or revising current 
provision) include:
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France

RAG (traffic light) status of current legal provision around the globe

Legal protection varies enormously around the world. 
Some countries rely on wider provision to address 
whistleblowing. For example, laws concerning unfair 
dismissal, health and safety or fraud. Others have express 
provision or even offer reward to encourage employees to 
disclose wrongdoing.

As a general indication, the results of our research are 
reflected below by red, amber and green colour coding 
– green denoting those countries with specific or 
more advanced provision, amber for those with limited 
provision and red for those having no express or proposed 
legal provision to protect or encourage whistleblowing*.

Austria

Saudi
Arabia

Netherlands

UAE

Germany

Belgium

Singapore

UK

Ireland

China

Slovakia

Qatar

Sweden

Italy

Czech
Republic

South
Africa

Romania

Switzerland

Poland Russia
Currently without express 
provision or proposing to 

enhance whistleblowing laws

* Countries shown as lacking express whistleblowing protection for employees may nonetheless provide limited  
provision indirectly, for example through health and safety and banking and finance regulation.   

USA
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Client experience
We additionally obtained the views of a discrete selection 
of global businesses across a broad spread of sectors, to 
understand how differing legal and cultural attitudes to
whistleblowing affects their practices*. Many of these 20 
businesses have a truly global presence, with operations in 
most continents if not most countries.

Sectors from which we received information included:
financial services, retail, construction, health, food, 
transport, manufacturing and IT.

All of the businesses we heard from, without exception, 
claim to have a specific policy regarding whistleblowing. 
Interestingly also, 88% have chosen to apply a standard 
policy approach across all jurisdictions within which they 
operate, regardless of local variations in law and practice.

Reliance upon those policies is high across the board. 
Despite 100% of the organisations indicating that they 
actively encourage the reporting of concerns about 
working practices or conduct, a substantial majority rely 
upon the existence of their policy for this. Only 1/3 opts to 
supplement their policy with more proactive steps, such 
as providing training and providing regular reminders to 
their workforces.

Even greater variation emerges from our research in 
terms of how (or to whom) employees might report 
concerns. Perhaps not surprisingly, given the extent to 
which the sector is regulated, the financial services sector 

employees report the most sophisticated mechanisms 
for reporting whistleblowing. All financial services 
organisations which responded have a nominated officer 
to deal with allegations and complaints, whereas less than 
10% of those in the other sectors have that dedicated 
resource. Nearly all of the businesses we contacted also 
tend to deal with allegations internally, either through 
informal reporting to a member of management or 
through an internal webpage. One in four provides access 
to external reporting lines, such as counselling or an 
independent helpline. Those operating in certain sectors, 
such as food and financial services, also have access to 
regulatory bodies.

UK law endeavours to limit the use of whistleblowing 
protection for the pursuit of individual employee 
grievances by applying a “public interest” requirement. 
However, it would appear this is not an issue unique to 
the UK. A surprising 80% of businesses with which we 
were in contact claim to have experienced allegations of 
whistleblowing which were motivated by personal reasons 
(such as pay disputes or alleged breaches of contract).

Conversely, although certain jurisdictions have adopted 
specific legal provision to protect employees from 
victimisation by colleagues, our small sample of global 
businesses report limited experience of this. Most attribute 
the deterrent effect of robust disciplinary policies and 
sanctions.

100% 12% 30% 15%

By clear and
accessible 

policy

By notice
boards

Training Regular verbal
or written
reminders

* Views were obtained from in-house Counsel, Heads of Risk and Compliance and Senior HR Director from 20 global 
businesses.

Ways in which organisations tell us they encourage workers to report concerns
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The future
Despite the varying global picture of whistleblowing law 
and practice, the businesses we contacted demonstrate a 
heightened awareness amongst employers and conscious 
decisions to introduce a standardised policy approach 
across their operations. That 100% claim to have a specific 
whistleblowing policy, notwithstanding that there is no 
legal consistency around the globe, is perhaps the best 
evidence of all in terms of how far this issue has moved up 
the employment agenda in recent years.

What with WikiLeaks and perennial Financial Services and 
Public sector scandals, whistleblowing is increasingly 
prominent in our media and can gain a global dimension 
at the click of a button. Despite this, our sample 
businesses were divided on whether allegations of 
whistleblowing are rising, the majority indicating that their 
experience suggests they are not.

What is nonetheless clear is that more and more countries 
are coming under pressure to expand or introduce 
specific whistleblowing measures. In the short term, 
this is likely to come through legislative change , for 
many through recently announced proposals for an EU 
Directive which aims to set minimum standards across 
member states. Longer term, cultural shifts are already 
starting to evolve. Having a specific policy is a significant 
step forwards. Inevitably, however, the more successful 
whistleblowing practices are those which provide easy 
access to reporting mechanisms and support. Success 
of such policies is just as important for employers: 
those which actively encourage disclosures at an early 
stage enable concerns to be identified, addressed and 
eliminated – often before they escalate or require external 
intervention.

Yes
47%

No
53%

Are 
whistleblowing

claims rising?
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