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Abstract
The aim of this paper is to provide a deeper understanding of how to develop 
whistleblowing systems in public administrations, by focussing on the organisa-
tional variables that lead to actual reporting being made. The research is based on 
an empirical analysis of 400 major Italian municipalities and the whistleblowing 
systems they have implemented as anti-corruption measures. The results show that 
actual reporting is positively correlated with the presence of specific whistleblowing 
procedures as well as training and education programs. Anonymous reporting plays 
a relevant role.

Keywords  Whistleblowing · Corruption · Municipalities · Public administrations · 
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Introduction

Whistleblowing and tip offs in general are among the most effective ways to detect 
frauds and corruption If corruption is approached through the lens of principal-
agent theory, it is possible to see as corruption depends on “information asym-
metries between principal and agent” (Van Schoor, 2017, p. 19), and how whistle-
blowing can be one of the few systems that can help to reduce these asymmetries. 
The 2018 Association of Certified Fraud Examiners (ACFE) Report to the Nations, 
based on 2,690 analyses of frauds in 125 countries highlights that 40% of frauds 
are detected through tip offs. Similar results were found in an analysis conducted 
by KPMG (2016). In general, statistics on frauds and corruption are alarming. 
The Eurobarometer Report on Corruption (2020) shows that 70% of respondents 
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consider corruption a widespread and systemic phenomenon in their country. The 
Transparency International’s Global Corruption Barometer Report (2017) stated that 
“around the world nearly 1 in 4 people said that they paid a bribe for public services 
in the 12  months prior to when the survey took place”. Hence, it is evident that 
governments and companies must react to this situation, also by investing in more 
effective methods of detecting wrongdoing and corruption. Nowadays, most coun-
tries have legislation that provides for an anti-corruption system and whistleblow-
ing procedures (Vandekerckhove & Lewis, 2012). Some scholars (Mansbach 2007; 
Rachagan & Kuppusamy, 2013) have demonstrated that the law is not sufficient. 
From here it begins this study, with the aim of developing a deeper understanding 
of the organisational variables that impact most on whistleblower reporting. Organi-
sational variables and aspects that are the less studied component of the fraud trian-
gle framework. In addition, it is argued that this research is also relevant since until 
recently and as stated by De Graaf (2019) and Taylor (2018), most of the studies on 
whistleblowing have analysed the intention and the propensity to blow the whistle, 
while less studies have focused on actual reporting. For whistle blower reporting 
here it is intended the actual action of reporting a misconduct that an employee com-
municates to the compliance officer, that can be made through different systems, 
such as paper, e-mail, and dedicated information systems.

Literature Review and Hypothesis Development

As stated by Peerthum and Luckho (2021) “corruption has now become a very per-
tinent issue affecting all spheres of our modern society”. Shah (2007) defined four 
types of corruption exist: (a) the first is called bureaucratic corruption, that occurs 
when public officials abuse their office by demanding bribes and kickbacks; this 
form is to focus of our study; (b) the second is called grand corruption, and concerns 
large amount of money stolen by public officials; (c) the third type occurs when pub-
lic officials are trapped by the private sector; (d) the fourth type is called patronage 
or clientelism. A large body of evidence shows that corruption damage the qual-
ity of public institutions (Bauhr & Charron, 2020; Chan et  al., 2020; Previtali & 
Cerchiello, 2018a). In literature, several studies demonstrated as corruption reduces 
investment, productivity and economic growth (Liu et  al., 2017; Wu et  al., 2017; 
Cooray et al., 2017; Capasso et al., 2019; Schomaker, 2020, Akimova et al., 2020). 
Concerning anti-corruption measures, as stated by Baniamin and Jamil (2018) “The 
limited success of anticorruption measures points to the need to generate a better 
understanding of the problem of corruption and to explore effective measures for 
controlling it”. Persson et al. (2013) define anticorruption interventions as a problem 
of “collective action”. As stated by Previtali and Cerchiello (2017) “dealing with 
corruption there are no simple answers”. Given this situation, whistleblowing is one 
of the most important way that a community has to contrast and prevent corruption. 
Whistleblowing is a well-studied phenomenon with more than 30 years of research 
(Miceli et al. 2009). More recently an interesting critical review and research agenda 
was provided by Culiberg and Mihelic (2017), that suggest a framework of analysis 
based on five questions: who, what, how, why and to whom to blow the whistle. 
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In this literature review, it is dedicated a particular interest to research that deals 
with actual whistleblowing and how organisational variables impact on whistle-
blowing. Some scholars focussed their attention on internal whistleblowing and 
actual reporting. Smith (2010) conducted a research called “Whistling While They 
Work” from 2005 and 2007, that involved several hundred whistleblowers, manag-
ers, and case handlers across 304 Australian public sector agencies. He found that 
whistleblowing is more common than previously imagined, and that whistleblow-
ers tend to prefer internal channels for reporting wrongdoing. Also Taylor (2018) 
observed strong relations between employee perceptions of trustworthiness of dif-
ferent organisational members and internal whistle-blowing, through a sample of 
10,850 whistleblowers in 60 Australian Public Organisations from 2013 to 2016. 
Other scholars conducted their research on external whistleblowing and actual 
reporting. Park and Lewis (2019) analysed a sample of 127 external whistleblow-
ers in South Korea. They found that morality was the most important factor that 
impacts on the actual decision of whether or not to blow the whistle, while the fear 
of retaliation and other negative consequences had a significant negative effect on 
actual whistleblowing. Smaili and Arroyo (2019) conducted a comparative study of 
11 cases of whistleblowing of Canadian companies that were publicly denounced 
between 1995 and 2012. They proposed four conceptual types of whistleblowers, 
and they highlighted the relevance of external whistleblowers and of external chan-
nels for actual reporting, such as the relevance of financial benefits. Finally, some 
studies developed a quantitative exploration of whistleblowing as a protracted pro-
cess, rather than a single action (Vandekerckhove and Phillips, 2019). Concerning 
the relationship between organisational variables and whistleblowing we agree with 
Park and Lewis (2019) that “organisational variables such as organisational struc-
ture, perceived responsiveness of the organisation, and a culture of organisational 
justice can influence the whistleblowing act”. According to King (1999) organisa-
tional structure is related to the probability and type of whistleblowing. Miceli et al., 
(1991, 2009) King (1999) and more recently Cooper (2021) found a positive relation 
between whistleblowing and the use of formalisation, standardisation and hierarchi-
cal communication and formal procedures. Some studies suggest a positive relation-
ship between procedures and specific organisational policies and whistleblowing 
(Hassink et al., 2007; Keenan 1990; Barnett, 1992; Cassematis & Wortley, 2013). 
Palumbo and Manna (2020) found a positive relationship between whistleblowing 
and ICT-based procedures in academic institutions. Previtali and Cerchiello (2018b) 
found a positive relationship between whistleblowing, organisational size and for-
mal procedures and proceduralisation in a sample of 365 public administrations. In 
addition, if it is considered that one of the most critical aspects of whistleblowing is 
the threat of retaliation (Caillier & Sa, 2017), mechanisms and procedures that pro-
tect the identity of whistleblowers, and provide clear procedural steps with a range 
of available reporting methods, can lead employees to blow the whistle (Gundlach 
et al., 2003; Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2005; Miceli et al., 2009). Another 
organisational variable observed in literature is training and anti-corruption educa-
tion programs. Smith’s, 2010 WWTW study identified education and training as one 
of the most important ways to promote the culture of whistleblowing, to promote an 
integration between a compliance-based approach and an integrity-based approach 
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(Calderon et  al., 2018). That is, it is not enough to respect the law and to imple-
ment a whistleblowing procedure. If we want employees to blow the whistle and to 
report wrongdoing, we have also to implement a cultural change, and for this to take 
place, training and education programs are crucial (Chordiya et al., 2020; Mazerolle 
& Brown, 2008; Rachagan & Kuppusamy, 2013). More in general, Tantardini and 
Garcia-Zamor (2015) asked what causes the failure of anticorruption systems. They 
summed up three factors: (a) the failure in designing anticorruption; (b) the fail-
ure in implementation process; (c) the dependence of corruption on cultural factors. 
Starting from these studies, it is developed a research model (Fig. 1) that investigates 
the relations between whistleblowing and two organisational variables, in particular 
it is identified the following research hypotheses:

–	 HP1: There is a positive correlation between the implementation of whistleblow-
ing procedures and whistleblowing reports;

–	 HP2: There is a positive relationship between training and anti-corruption educa-
tion programs and whistleblowing reports.

Research Context and Methodology

Research Context

In Italy corruption and frauds against public administration represents one of the 
more critical challenges for central and local government, as shown by Transparency 
International’s corruption perceptions index. In their last report (2020) Italy was 
ranked 52° out of the 180 observed countries. In Annex 1 to the EU Anti-Corrup-
tion Report the European Commission wrote “corruption remains a serious chal-
lenge in Italy […]. In reaction to this situation and under pressure from international 
organisms, the Italian Government issued Law no. 190 in 2012, the so-called anti-
corruption law, since it introduced for the first time a systematic approach to fight-
ing corruption in Italian public administrations. This law made the introduction of a 
whistleblowing system compulsory for all Italian public administrations. Afterwards 
it issued Law no. 179 in 2017, which provides for specific measures to protect the 
whistleblower’s identity as well as indications on how to deal with whistleblower 

Fig. 1   Research model
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reporting, and the obligatory introduction of a whistleblowing system in the private 
sector.

Research Methodology

Figure 1 shows the research model. Each hypothesis is tested through a count model 
represented by the multivariate Poisson regression model, followed by a stepwise 
selection procedure based on the AIC index (Akaike Information Criterion) to eval-
uate the best model configuration in terms of significant variables. This choice is 
due to the nature of the data at hand. The target variable, as already stated, refers to 
the number of whistleblowing reports so it naturally represents counts.

The first independent variable is the implementation of specific whistleblowing 
procedures. It is measured through a dummy variable which identifies whether or not 
specific procedures are present. The article gathered four years of data (2014–2017). 
The second independent variable is training and education programs on anti-cor-
ruption. It is measured through a dummy variable which identifies whether or not 
education and training programs are present. The dependent variable is the num-
ber of whistleblowing reports received by the compliance officer, differentiated in 
anonymous and non-anonymous reporting. These reports are gathered by the public 
administrations both through specific whistleblowing procedures and non-specific 
procedures. The latter are letters and emails, anonymous or not, send directly to the 
compliance officer and/or to other officers without using the specific procedures 
and formats. ANAC doesn’t provide data about how many reports are submitted by 
using or not specific whistleblowing procedures, nor does it provide data about the 
outcomes of the reporting process. The source for all the observed variables is the 
annual reports that all public administrations have been required to submit to the 
ANAC and to publish on their web sites since 2014. Data are gathered from the web 
sites of the observed organisations. Taking into account the different channels used 
by municipalities as described above, it was created a new variable called ‘Multi-
ple Channels’ that considers all of them. More specifically, it was summed up each 
specific procedure ranging from 0 (no procedures) to 4 (all of them available). In 
this way, it can be assessed a kind of total impact of the several tools put in place to 
act against corruption and frauds. The control variable is the size of the organisa-
tion. Since the total number of employees was not available, it was used the resident 
population (source: official database of the Central Department of Public Admin-
istration), given that in Italy there is a positive correlation between the two dimen-
sions. This information was treated, properly scaled, as a control variable thorough 
the analysis so as to account for possible bias induced by comparing municipalities 
of different sizes. It was preferred to employ this approach instead of calculating 
the percentage of reports for each municipality as this would transform the nature 
of the target variable (from counts to percentages) and force the adoption of alter-
native models more suited to percentage data. Finally, by considering that most of 
the Italian public administrations have not respected the compulsory requirement 
of publishing data about whistleblowing and anti-corruption measures on their web 
sites, primarily in the first years of application (by avoiding to publish any data or 
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by publishing reports with a lot of missing values), it was decided to analyse the 400 
largest Italian Municipalities, ranging in size from 2,872,800 inhabitants to 24,372 
inhabitants. In effect, it was noted that in most cases the lack of publication is associ-
ated with small and medium-sized public administrations. Nevertheless, as it can be 
seen in the following tables, there is a discrete number of municipalities (10–20%) 
in the research that didn’t fill in some sections of the annual report.

Results and Discussion

As it can be regarded in Table  1, the first year of implementation was a year of 
experimentation, 17 municipalities have reports, for a total number of 43 whistle-
blowing reports. After this first year, the use of the whistleblowing system became 
more mature, and basically follows a regular path. In 2015 there were 123 whistle-
blowing reports from 45 municipalities, in 2016 172 reports from 43 municipalities, 
in 2017 149 reports from 48 municipalities.

These results show that whistleblowing report in Italian municipalities is under-
going an evolution from an embryonic stage. Following the first year of implementa-
tion (2014) when there were some criticisms and a low responsiveness to change, 
the next 3 years show a consistent increase in the number of municipalities with at 
least one whistleblowing report. There is a trend towards a consolidation point, with 
an average of 11–12% of municipalities that reported claims, for an average of 3–4 
a year. The use of an anonymous channel is not marginal, being used in about 25% 
of total reports in 2015, 18% in 2016 and 39% in 2017. Despite this trend, it can be 
stated that whistleblowing is still in an early stage, in particular if it is considered 
that Italy has a very high level of corruption according to the international ranking 
issued by the Transparency International and World Bank. One out of ten of the 
observed municipalities report wrongdoing, and almost a third of these reports are 
anonymous. It can be assumed that the pressures and barriers to whistleblowing, 
such as the risk of being fired or losing one’s reputation, the fear of future retali-
ation and/or unfair treatment, led to a high presence of anonymous reporting and/
or are not adequately balanced by social, moral and financial incentives to blow the 
whistle. In our opinion and to react to this situation, it is necessary to act on the third 

Table 1   Number of reports a year (2014–2017)

2014 2015 2016 2017

Total number of reports 43 123 172 149
Whose Number of anonymous reports NA 31 31 58
Number of municipalities with at least one report 17 45 43 48
Average number of reports per municipality 2,5 2,7 4 3,1
Maximum number of reports per municipality 5 28 44 11
Minimum number of reports per municipality 1 1 1 1
Standard deviation of number of reports 1,11 1,34 1,79 1,81
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component of the fraud triangle, that is the opportunities provided by the organisa-
tional context to promote and to encourage whistleblowing. Hence the interest in 
organisational dimensions.

The Relation between Procedures and Whistleblowing Reports

Coming to the first organisational dimension of the research model, Table 2 shows 
the implementation of specific whistleblowing procedures by year. As above, the 
first year was an intermediary step. So, it is not surprising that 42% of the observed 
municipalities had not adopted a specific procedure for whistleblowing. Moreover, 
in 2014 there was also the lowest number of respondents to this section of the annual 
report (297 out of 400). Of the 58% of the observed municipalities that did imple-
ment specific whistleblowing procedures, the majority introduced a paper-based 
(67%) and e-mail-based specific procedure (64%), while only 5% also used a spe-
cific dedicated information system and 2% a dedicated information system based 
procedure with internal cryptographic mechanisms. The situation changed in 2015 
when the number of municipalities that used a specific procedure increased from 58 
to 71%, with a corresponding increase in the number of respondents that rises to 339 
out of 400. In this year, the use of paper-based (64%) and e-mail-based specific pro-
cedures (64%) and dedicated information system based procedures (5%) remained 
the same. There was a significant increase in information systems with cybersecurity 
procedures, which rose from 2 to 19%.

Overall, it can be considered an evolutionary pattern that becomes really very 
significant in 2016. This is probably related to the fact that in 2015 ANAC issued 
guidelines (n° 6/2015) with specific indications on the procedures and measures that 
public officers can follow to blow the whistle. This demonstrates that the process 
of whistleblowing needs a couple of years and some concrete indications and sug-
gestions from the authorities. In fact, in 2016 the percentage of municipalities that 
adopt at least one specific procedure rises to 84% and the number of respondents 
to this section of the annual report to 363 out of 400. The use of unsophisticated 
procedures remained essentially the same, whereas information system based proce-
dures with internal cryptographic mechanisms rose to 23%. Finally, in 2017 it can be 
noted a consolidation in the number of municipalities that adopt at least one whistle-
blowing procedure (88%), with a further increase in the number of respondents (374 
out of 400 municipalities). The use of all the channels remains substantially stable, 

Table 2   Implementation of whistleblowing procedures

2014 2015 2016 2017

% of municipalities adopting one type of proceduralization at least 58% 71% 84% 88%
% of municipalities adopting paper based procedure 67% 64% 63% 58%
% of municipalities adopting e-mail based procedure 64% 64% 65% 63%
% of municipalities adopting ad hoc information system based procedure 5% 5% 6% 7%
% of municipalities adopting ad hoc encrypted information system based 

procedure
2% 19% 23% 25%
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however it can be noted a small decrease in paper-based procedures from 63 to 58%, 
and in e-mail-based procedures that decrease from 65 to 63%. Paper-based proce-
dures consist in sending a letter to the compliance officer by external or in-house 
post. E-mail-based procedures consist in submitting the report via e-mail to a given 
e-mail address that it is viewed only by the compliance officer. There is an increase 
both in dedicated information systems from 6 to 7%, and in dedicated information 
systems with encryption mechanisms from 23 to 25%. Basically, even if the most 
common reporting procedures remain e-mail and paper-based procedures, there is a 
trend where the more advanced tools are tending to replace the basic ones. Coming 
to the first hypothesis, it is argued that there is a positive correlation between the 
implementation of specific whistleblowing procedures and whistleblowing reports. 
The research results in Table 3 confirm the positive relationship between the imple-
mentation of whistleblowing procedures and the number of reports of wrongdoing.

More precisely, difference in the logs of expected counts is expected to be 2.28 
units higher for municipalities with procedures put in place compared to those with-
out any procedures, while holding the other variables constant in the model. Once 
again, it can be noted an highly significant p-values for both the intercept and the 
variable ‘Procedure’. The overall measures of goodness are reported as well and 
although significant, appear to be slightly smaller than the previous case. This rela-
tionship is confirmed for all types of specific procedures (Table 4): paper-based pro-
cedures, e-mail-based procedures and dedicated information systems with internal 
cryptographic mechanisms and security systems. The latter has the most positive 
correlation with the number of reports. The only exception concerns the municipali-
ties who adopted ad hoc information system based procedures; here the empirical 
evidence was less clear and there was a significant coefficient only in some munici-
palities while in other cases, it was even negative.

The results demonstrate that for a whistleblower it is crucial to know who can 
blow the whistle, on what type of wrongdoing and how this should be done, if con-
cerns can be raised in written or oral form, in person or via ‘hotlines’, confidentially 
or also anonymously. The presence of a clear and specific procedure that defines 
all the aspects described above, as well the roles and responsibilities about who 
is mandated to make investigatory decisions, who investigates concerns, who has 
operational responsibilities, and so on, make the difference between whether or not 
to blow the whistle. So the use of a mechanistic form of organisation where there 
is traditional pattern of hierarchy, reliance on formal rules and regulations, vertical 

Table 3   Results from Poisson 
regression on Hp1

HP1 ROLE OF PROCEDURE Constant Procedure Scaled Size

Β
SE (B)

-3.39***

0.30
2.28***

0.30
0.27***
0.006

N = 1373
PSEUDO R2 0.50
NULL DEVIANCE: 2828.5 ON 1373 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
RESIDUAL DEVIANCE: 1889.7 ON 1371 DEGREES OF 

FREEDOM
AIC: 2274.5 BIC: 2290
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communications and structured decision making, tends to be more effective in con-
vincing employees to blow the whistle. The positive relationship between specific 
procedures and whistleblowing reports is even more important if it is considered 
that it was observed a positive relationship between the implementation of specific 
procedures and the number of non-anonymous reports (Table 5).

This result can be explained by the fact that – as discussed above—in Italian 
culture the risk of retaliation is very real and whistleblowing is really in an early 
stage. So maybe it is easier to avoid risks and the probability of being identified and 
accused by colleagues if the employee blows the whistle in an organisation which 
has specific whistleblowing procedures and information flows. These kinds of pro-
cedures are fundamental to reducing the fear of retaliation and to overcoming the 

Table 4   Results from Poisson regression on Hp1 divided by type of procedure

ROLE OF PAPER
Items

Constant Paper Scaled Size

Β
SE (B)

-1.93***

0.092
1.04***

0.107
0.28***
0.006

N = 1356
PSEUDO R2 0.51
NULL DEVIANCE: 2813 ON 1356 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
RESIDUAL DEVIANCE: 1890 ON 1354 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
AIC: 2272 BIC: 228
ROLE OF EMAIL
Items

Constant Email Scaled Size

Β
SE (B)

-1.67***

0.08
0.63***

0.09
0.29***
0.006

N = 1356
PSEUDO R2 0.49
NULL DEVIANCE: 2813 ON 1356 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
RESIDUAL DEVIANCE: 1951.7 ON 1354 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
AIC: 2333.7 BIC: 2349
ROLE OF IS Items Constant System Scaled Size
Β
SE (B)

-1.28***

0.05
-1.43***

0.29
0.30***
0.006

N = 1356
PSEUDO R2 0.49
NULL DEVIANCE: 2813 ON 1356 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
RESIDUAL DEVIANCE: 1962 ON 1354 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
AIC: 2344 BIC: 2359
ROLE OF ENCRYPTED IS
Items

Constant Anonymous System Scaled Size

Β
SE (B)

-1.78***

0.07
1.55***

0.10
0.23***
0.007

N = 1356
PSEUDO R2 0.55
NULL DEVIANCE: 2813 ON 1356 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
RESIDUAL DEVIANCE: 1777.6 ON 1354 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
AIC:2159 BIC: 2175
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cultural and social barriers that can be found in Italian public administrations. These 
results demonstrate that the effort put into developing whistleblowing procedures 
is worthwhile. Finally, it was investigated whether there is a relationship between 
the fact that an organisation used multiple channels or just one channel to receive 
whistleblowing reports. The results in Table 6 show a positive relation between the 
number of used channels and the number of whistleblowing reports.

These results are consistent with the organizational pillar for an effective anti-
corruption strategy defined by Yeboah-Assiamah (2017) as “systems and procedures 
to assess the loopholes and various windows of opportunity that are candidates for 
corruption”. According to the author public organizations must be able to design 
procedures and systems “that are context-dependent to propel, promote ethical con-
duct and integrity, to monitor, prevent and control corruption.” They are consistent 
also with the results of Palumbo and Manna’s research (2020), that is to increase to 
the employees’ willingness to blow the whistle it’s necessary a strong organizational 
support, also concerning an effective protection systems and procedures to prevent 
whistleblowers’ retaliation. The authors stated that “employees are encouraged to 
report organizational wrongdoings when they perceive that the organization sup-
ports them in disclosing misconduct since this strengthens the collective perception 
of organizational ethics (Chang et al., 2017). Hence, the greater the organizational 
support in designing and implementing reliable and consistent whistleblowing pro-
cedures, the higher the employees’ commitment to denounce organizational wrong-
doings.” In addition, they also founded a positive relation between whistleblowing 
and procedure when employees recognize that the whistleblowing procedures are 

Table 5   Results from Poisson regression on Role of procedure wrt non anonymous report

ROLE OF PROCEDURE WRT NON ANONYMOUS REPORT
Items

Constant Procedure Scaled Size

Β
SE (B)

-4.18***

0.57
2.10***

0.58
0.17***
0.026

N = 1084
PSEUDO R2 0.04
NULL DEVIANCE: 766 ON 1084 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
RESIDUAL DEVIANCE: 736 ON 1082 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
AIC: 863.8 BIC:878

Table 6   Results from Poisson regression on Role of the number of procedures

ROLE OF THE NUMBER OF PROCEDURES
Items

Constant # Procedures Scaled Size

Β
SE (B)

-2.61***

0.10
0.83***

0.05
0.25***
0.007

N = 1416
PSEUDO R2 0.54
NULL DEVIANCE: 2855 ON 1416 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
RESIDUAL DEVIANCE: 1764 ON 1414 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
AIC:2146 BIC: 2162
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actually tailored and designed to protect them against retaliations (Cho & Song, 
2015).

The Relationship between Training and Anti‑Corruption Education Programs 
and Whistleblowing Reports

As regards training and anti-corruption education programs, it is found a simi-
lar trend to the other variable. As shown in Table 7, in 2014 just 260 municipali-
ties trained their employees on ethics and anti-corruption. The situation started to 
change in 2015 when the number rose to 306 municipalities, in 2016 the number 
was 327, and finally in 2017, 345 municipalities provided training for their employ-
ees. This trend is highlighted also in the number of respondents to this section of the 
annual survey: 308 respondents in 2014, 340 in 2015, 360 in 2016 and 374 (out of 
400) in 2017.

These results confirm a positive trend in the investment in training on anti-cor-
ruption systems. The research hypothesis was that whistleblowers report wrongdo-
ing when they are aware of the procedures, of the context and of the opportunity 
to blow the whistle. They have to perceive a culture of transparency and of organi-
sational justice, without any fear of being fired or of retaliation if they do the right 
thing. These results confirm this research hypothesis, by finding a highly significant 
relationship between training and education programs and whistleblowing reports 
(Table 8).

Table 7   Training and education 
programs by year

2014 2015 2016 2017

% and number of munici-
palities that have trained 
employees

84%
(n. 260)

90%
(n. 306)

91%
(n. 327)

92%
(345)

Number of municipali-
ties respondents to this 
section of the annual 
report

308 340 360 374

Table 8   Results from Poisson regression on Hp2

HP2 ROLE OF TRAINING PROGRAMS
Items

Constant Training Scaled Size

Β
SE (B)

-2.40***

0.27
1.15***

0.28
0.29***
0.006

N = 1374
PSEUDO R2 0.47
NULL DEVIANCE: 2829.0 ON 1374 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
RESIDUAL DEVIANCE: 1987.4 ON 1372 DEGREES OF FREEDOM
AIC: 2372 BIC:2388
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Education and training certainly help whistleblowers to rationalise the difficult 
decision to report a wrongdoing instead of remaining silent, and give a cognitive 
justification to the negative consequences of whistleblowing. As stated by Gong 
et al. (2015) it is crucial to address the deficit in people’s understanding of corrup-
tion in order to promote the effectiveness of anti-corruption systems. This step is 
critical, since whistleblowers have a strong need to reduce pressures, tensions and 
discomfort in order to justify their act. Integrity must be visible and steadily com-
municated. Conversely the risk is that the normal management chain is not suffi-
cient to deal with whistleblowing and to encourage disclosure practices. Also, from 
a more practical point of view, all the people involved in the whistleblowing process 
must be aware of their responsibilities and their obligations, what happens before 
and after their actions, how to identify and address risks, and how to put in place 
support mechanisms to make the act of blowing the whistle easier. Finally, it has 
to consider that in a country as Italy, frequent exposure and the perception of high 
level of corruption tend to make people habituated to it. Hence, education and train-
ing are crucial to avoid that corruption becomes a routine affair that causes people 
to become inured and less conscious than they should be. And in these education 
and training program, political commitment and will to contrast corruption play a 
crucial role. As demonstrated by Quah (2011) the lack of political commitment was 
perceived by citizens as the most critical factor which leads to citizens beliefs about 
corruption and their attitudinal changes. These results are consistent with Tantardini 
and Garcia-Zamor’s research (2015), and in particular pointing out the importance 
of culture as determinant of high level of trust and compliance to norms, and also of 
an organizational social capital that are indispensable prodromal conditions for suc-
cessfull anticorruption policies. These results are consistent also with the first pillar 
of an anticorruption system that Yeboah-Assiamah (2017) calls “strong personali-
ties” defined as “public officials that develop their personal ethics and integrity lev-
els for their own sake and that of the organization”. As stated by the author “It is not 
enough to institute complex organizational systems, rules, procedures and mecha-
nisms. Spending quality time and resources in developing complex system without 
a corresponding time and resources in developing the integrity levels of people will 
make the system dysfunctional.”

Conclusions

According to Van Schoor (2017) corruption is “one of the most pressing problems of 
our globalised world”; Rothstein & Varraich (2017) define corruption as “on the prior-
ity agenda of both political/social scientists as well as policy makers”. As discussed 
above, whistleblowing is one of the most relevant and effective ways to encourage peo-
ple not to look the other way when wrongdoing occurs. The research demonstrates how 
whistleblowing is still in an embryonic stage in Italy. Following the first year of imple-
mentation (2014) when there were some criticisms and a low responsiveness to change, 
the next 3 years show a consistent increase in the number of reports and in the num-
ber of municipalities adopting a procedure for whistleblowing, as well an increase in 
the implementation of more sophisticated procedures; notably, systems with dedicated 
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encryption that protect the informant’s identity, which play a fundamental role in 
contrasting the fear of retaliation and employment discrimination. As regards educa-
tion and training programs on ethics and anti-corruption systems it can be observed 
the same trend. In 2014 one fifth of the observed municipalities had not organised any 
course. In 2017 almost all the municipalities had activated education and training pro-
grams. Summarising the relationships between the determinants of whistleblowing and 
the actual reporting of wrongdoing, it is possible to make the following two considera-
tions. First, both the existence and clarity of whistleblowing procedures and the quality 
of tools used to report the wrongdoing make the difference. This can be explained by the 
fact that in Italian culture the risk of retaliation is very real. It is much easier to avoid risks 
and the probability of being identified and accused by colleagues if the employee is able 
to blow the whistle through specific procedures and information flows. Second, training 
and education programs too are very important determinants and were found to have a 
positive impact on whistleblower reporting. The skills and knowledge the whistleblowers 
gained thanks to education and training programs led to increased opportunities to actu-
ally blow the whistle, also by reducing the pressures and constraints related to the natural 
discomfort felt by whistleblower, that certainly has cultural roots. As wrote by the Group 
of states against corruption—Greco (2009) the fight against corruption in Italy, “requires 
a long term approach and sustained political commitment; combating corruption has to 
become a matter of culture and not only rules”. And the implementation of whistleblow-
ing systems, with clear and performing procedures and also strengthened by education 
and training programs is one of the few weapons that a community can use to prevent and 
contrast corruption in an effective way.
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