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Abstract

De George’s Theory of Whistle-blowing explains an individual’s whistle-

it does not adequately explain why only some people blow the whistle. 
This theoretical paper proposes a framework combining the theories 
of Principled Organizational Dissent, Resource Dependency, and Moral 
Conation to address the theoretical gaps in De George’s Theory of Whistle-

mediate the relationships between personal principles, personal cost of 
reporting, personal responsibility for reporting, evidence of wrongdoing 
and whistle-blowing intention. Further, based on the Theory of Moral 
Conation, this paper suggests that the moral conation capacities of 

The main theoretical contribution of the paper is that it addresses three 
theoretical gaps inherent in De George’s Theory of Whistle-blowing. The 
proposed framework’s managerial implications include establishing 
a supportive culture for implementing human resource management 
systems which promote individual whistle-blowing behaviour. In addition, 
this study opens up avenues for future research to use morality as a key 
concept in studies related to whistle-blowing. 
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Introduction

One of the major problems facing society today is the continued increase of unethical 
business practices which have a profound impact on individuals and on society at large. 
One way of drawing attention to such wrongdoings in business is through whistle-

as an organisation’s behaviour that violates a stakeholder’s expectation of social norms 
and general conduct and that which places a stakeholder at high risk (Zavyalova et al., 
2012). 

The concept of whistle-blowing has received considerable scholarly attention from 

of whistle-blowing by Near and Miceli (1985, p. 4) describes whistle-blowing as “the 
disclosure by organisational members (former or current) of illegal, immoral, or 
illegitimate practices under the control of their employers, to persons or organisations 
that may be able to effect action”. According to Trevino and Victor (1992), whistle-
blowing is the disclosure of perceived wrongdoing, and the person who is disclosing 
this information is called a whistle-blower. Further, Dozier and Miceli (1985) state that 
whistle-blowers are members of the organisation who reveal facts about dysfunctional 
activities of the institute to parties who may be capable of addressing the problem.

Examiners (ACFE), found in 2018 that only 40% of fraud cases were exposed by 
whistle-blowers (as cited in Latan et al., 2019a). Furthermore, ACFE analysed 2690 
cases from 125 countries and found that employees are the most active personnel with 
regard to whistle-blowing. ACFE’s research raised the question as to “why someone 
who observes wrongdoing makes the decision either to blow the whistle or to remain 
silent” (ACFE, 2018 as cited in Latan et al., 2019a, p. 1). This problem is also visible 
in Sri Lanka as reported incidents of whistle-blowing have not revealed any particular 
pattern of behaviour. However, in Sri Lanka it is interesting to note that there seems 
to be a positive outlook on implementing laws/policies/procedures related to whistle-
blowing (Rajeevan, 2019). 

The increased relevance of whistle-blowing and the meaning of the term were established 
in Sri Lanka in the year 2009 as lawyers, accountants, and auditors organized a seminar 
to discuss the merits of whistle-blowing as a mean of ending corruption in Sri Lanka 
(“Whistle-blowing: Will it work”, 2009). Further, the introduction of the Central Bank 
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of Sri Lanka’s policy on whistle-blowing (“Whistleblowing”, 2016), the introduction 
of pieces of legislation such as Assistance to and Protection of Victims of Crime and 
Witnesses Act, No. 4 of 2015 (“Assistance to and protection of victims of crime and 
witnesses bill”, 2015) and Section 40 of the Right to Information Act No. 12 of 2016 
(Esufally & Ferroggiaro, 2017) were aimed at affording protection to those who engage 
in whistle-blowing. 

According to Near and Miceli (1996), there are three perspectives available to approach 
whistle-blowing, namely, the wrongdoer’s, the whistle-blower’s, and the recipient’s. 
The whistle-blower’s perspective looks at the problem of why only some people blow 
the whistle. Whether one become a whistle-blower who uncovers wrongdoing or not 

Ahmad, 2011; Latan et al., 2019b; Somers & Casal, 1994), situational (e.g., Barnett, 
1992; Dalton & Radtke, 2013; Miceli & Near, 1992), individual (e.g. Latan et al., 2019c; 
Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2005; Miceli et al., 2012) and environmental (e.g., 

Individual factors that previous scholars have studied are demographic factors; gender, 
age, education (Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran 2005), personality types (Miceli et 
al., 2012), job satisfaction, job performance (Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran 2005), 
organisational commitment (Taylor & Curtis 2010), and ethical ideology (Dalton & 
Radtke, 2013). According to Vadera, Aguilera, and Caza (2009), individual factors which 

previous scholars have claimed that morality is a primary motivator of reporting 
unethical behaviour (e.g. Alleyne, Hudaib, & Pike, 2013; Dungan et al., 2019). It has been 

right and wrong (Davis, 1996; Dungan et al., 2019), is a factor that affects people in 
their ultimate decisions on blowing the whistle, but this factor remains underexplored. 
Therefore, to address this gap this study presents a theoretical model for whistle-
blowing which has been developed from the perspective of an individual’s morality. 

De George’s Theory is one of the most widely used and prominent theories on whistle-
blowing (Hoffman & McNulty, 2011; Hoffman & Schwartz, 2015; Lindblom, 2007), and 

responsibility to report, 2) reporting the concern to the immediate supervisor, 3) taking 
the concern higher up the managerial line, 4) availability of documentary evidence and 
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criteria are conceptual and, as such they have not been supported by any sound theories. 
In order to address this theoretical gap in De George’s Theory of Whistle-blowing, this 

theories of principled organizational dissent and resource dependency particularly the 
personal principles of personal cost of reporting, personal responsibility for reporting 
and evidence of wrongdoing. 

Furthermore, De George’s Theory of Whistle-blowing only focuses on the criteria for the 

1996; Hoffman & McNulty, 2011). This can be considered as the second theoretical 
gap inherent in De George’s theory. However, in this study, whistle-blowing intention, 
instead of the actual whistle-blowing behaviour, is subject to examination as “intentions 

are indications of how hard people are willing to try, and of how much of an effort they 
are planning to exert, in order to perform the behavior” (Ajzen, 1991, p. 181). That is 
to say, whistle-blowing intention is a pre-requisite for whistle-blowing and in research, 
intention is often considered as a proxy for actual behaviour. While addressing the 
second theoretical gap based on the Theory of Moral Conation, this paper argues that 

intention. The reason for this is that there seem to be no previous studies presenting 
empirical results that reveal that the presence of moral conation capacities strengthens 

context, this paper argues that only those who possess personal principles related 
to personal cost of reporting, personal responsibility for reporting, and evidence of 

blowing intention is likely to vary depending on the extent to which a person possesses 
moral conation capacities.

This paper attempts to make several contributions to the existing literature on whistle-
blowing. Firstly, it integrates the knowledge of whistle-blowing with theoretical 
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advancements in the broader realm of morality. Secondly, the paper proposes a multi-
theoretical perspective on the problem as to why only some people blow the whistle, 
from the whistle-blower’s perspective. Lastly, this paper addresses three theoretical 
gaps that exist in De George’s Theory of Whistle-blowing, which is the principal theory 
that illuminates this study. 

Literature review

Whistle-blowing 

There has been munch debate in the literature on what exactly constitutes whistle-

and external aspects of whistle-blowing. However, Jubb (1999) considers only external 

previous studies have only considered whistle-blowers who are employees (e.g., Chiu, 
2003; MacNab & Worthley, 2008; Park & Blenkinsopp, 2009). However, considering only 
employees as whistle-blowers in today’s context is not a valid argument (Ayers & Kaplan 
2005), as individuals who are external to the organisation (e.g. investors, customers, 
suppliers) may also identify organisational wrongdoings, and have the power to report 

(Jubb, 1999, p. 78), “by organizational members (former or current)” (Near & Miceli, 

or other wrongdoing whether actual, suspected or anticipated which implicates, and is 
under the control of that organization” (Jubb, 1999, p. 78), “to persons or organisations 
that may be able to effect action” (Near & Miceli, 1985, p. 4).

whistle-blowing intention (e.g. Chiu, 2003; Latan et al., 2019b). According to Park and 
Blenkinsopp (2009), whistle-blowing intention means the extent to which an individual, 
willingly attempts to blow the whistle. Furthermore, Ajzen (1991) states that intention 
is a strong predictor of actual behaviour, where the “stronger the intention to engage in 
a behaviour, the more likely should be its performance” (p. 181). Accordingly, whistle-
blowing intention can be taken as a proxy of actual whistle-blowing behaviour. Whistle-
blowing intention has variously been described as a reporting intention, an intention to 
report or the likelihood of reporting a wrongdoing.
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De George’s Theory of Whistle-blowing

De George’s Theory of Whistle-blowing has been developed assuming that the whistle-

harm individuals or society, a person has a moral responsibility to report such an act. 
Secondly, a person has a moral responsibility to report such an act to his/her immediate 
supervisor and make his/her moral concern known. According to the third criterion, if 
no appropriate action is taken after such reporting to his/her immediate supervisor, the 
employee should take the matter up the managerial line. The next criterion states that, 
a whistle-blower must either have or have access to documentary evidence. The last 
criterion states that, a whistle-blower must have good reason to believe that by going 
public the necessary changes will be brought about. However, employees do not have 
an obligation to put themselves at serious risk without some compensating advantage 

Therefore, this study argues that De George’s Theory of Whistle-blowing is not about 

that individuals would not involve themselves in acting against or questioning any 
unethical behaviour until they can justify such action based on the morality of their own 
action (Bandura, 1999; Barsky, 2011). Furthermore, Bandura (1999) has stated that 

is one such mechanism that describes how a person becomes free of self-sanction 
which enables that individual to increase his/her moral acceptability. Therefore, one 

carefully after analysing dangers of whistle-blowing (Browie, 1982; cited by Miceli et 
al., 2009).

Principled organizational dissent

Principled organizational dissent means “a protest and/or an effort to change the 
organizational status quo because of a conscientious objection to current policy” 
(Graham, 1986, p. 1). The principled organizational dissent model primarily discusses 
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individual behaviour in the context of reporting questionable acts (Schultz et al., 1993). 
This model emphasises that a person’s reporting intention is mainly determined by three 
assessments, namely, perceived seriousness of the questionable act, perceived personal 
responsibility and perceived personal cost (Graham, 1986; Schultz et al., 1993). Among 
them, this study considers personal responsibility for reporting and personal cost of 
reporting. Previous literature has also considered these two personal principles when 
discussing whistle-blowing (e.g., Alleyne et al., 2013; Latan et al., 2018). Under the re-

related to personal responsibility for reporting with the criteria of responsibility to 
report, reporting the act to the immediate supervisor, and taking the concern higher up 
the managerial line. In the same vein, this study equated the personal principle related 

the risk. 

Theory of Resource Dependency

The Theory of Resource Dependency emphasises that when two parties are put in 
the same situation, each party attempts to exert power over others through acquiring 
resources (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). The individual who has more resources would, 
therefore, have a certain degree of power over the other. In the context of whistle-
blowing, an individual who possesses evidence related to incidents of wrongdoing 
would be in a better position to blow the whistle than an individual who does not 
possess such evidence. 

the fourth criterion relates to the availability of documentary evidence. This study 
equates the personal principle related to evidence of wrongdoing with De George’s 
fourth criterion. Therefore, it is argued that the availability of prima facie evidence of 

the whistle. 

Theory of Moral Conation

The Theory of Moral Conation describes the capacities that are required to think and 
act morally (Hannah, Avolio, & May, 2011). The framework proposed by the Theory 
of Moral Conation consists mainly of two processes: 1) moral cognition processes: 
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processes of assessing information pertaining to moral issues, and 2) moral conation 
processes: processes which describe the practice of moral behaviour. Moral cognition 
processes consist of two steps; moral sensitivity and moral judgment, and moral 
conation processes, comprise two steps; moral motivation and moral action (Hannah 
et al., 2011). 

Conation describes as moral motivation, whilst whistle-blowing intention is similar to 

involve the tendency for moral behaviour and moral action, and whistle-blowing 
intention involves the practice of moral behaviour. As moral motivation is required 
for moral action, by using the Theory of Moral Conation, it is possible for this study 

The Theory of Moral Conation also lists the three moral conation capacities, namely, 

is argued that these moral conation capacities could moderate the relationship between 

Propositions and conceptual model

Personal principles are types of rules, beliefs or ideas which guide a person (Graham, 
1986; Ogbu, 2017). As previously explained, the Theory of Principled Organizational 
Dissent primarily discusses the personal cost of reporting and the personal responsibility 
for reporting under personal principles (Graham, 1986; Schultz et al., 1993). The 

retaliation from members in the organisation that could affect his/her willingness to 
report a wrongdoing (Graham, 1986; Schultz et al., 1993). 

Based on De George’s Theory of Whistle-blowing, this study argues that an individual 

may result in a situation where he/she may have to bear some personal cost of reporting 
(adversity and/or retaliation by peers). Thus, a person will not become involved in a 

her morality (Bandura, 1999). 
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Green (1991) states that there are some acts which are morally undesirable and wrong 
from a person’s moral perspective. However, a person may be inclined to do this 
morally undesirable act because other people are also engaged in these kinds of morally 
undesirable acts (Green, 1991). If a person decides to do otherwise, then there would 
be a personal cost. This means that there would be high personal costs of reporting 
such questionable acts. These may include isolation, expulsion, or disciplinary transfers 
(Alleyne et al., 2018). In such adverse situations, if a person is going to act against 

P1

Based on De George’s Theory of Whistle-blowing, it is argued that when individuals 
have personal responsibility for reporting a questionable act, such individuals would 

action against a morally questionable act from their own moral perspective. Personal 
responsibility for reporting is a psychological state of feeling an obligation to report a 
questionable act (Curtis, 2006; Graham, 1986; Schultz et al., 1993). This responsibility 
may stem from a job assignment, a personal sense of social responsibility, or the extent 
to which a person has been exposed to the issue (Graham, 1986; Schultz et al., 1993). 

Bandura (1999) states that when a person does not feel any personal responsibility 

For example, where the decision making is delegated to a group instead of a single 
individual, a single individual will not take responsibility for any harm that might have 
resulted from the decision taken by the group (Bandura, 1999). Therefore, it is argued 
that where an individual has a responsibility to report a wrongdoing imposed upon him/
her by a job assignment, a personal sense of social responsibility, or the extent to which 

for behaving in such a manner. Accordingly, the second proposition is advanced as:

P2:  Personal responsibility for reporting has a positive impact on moral 

of facts which can prove the alleged facts of wrongdoing on a scale of probabilities or 
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the existence of a prima facie case against the wrongdoer (Miceli et al., 2012; Pfeffer & 
Salancik, 1978). Based on De George’s Theory of Whistle-blowing, there is a positive 

1982) because, when reporting wrongdoing it would be ill-advisable to report any issue 
or incident without having adequate evidence.

This relationship, which is proposed in De George’s theory, has been empirically 
supported by previous scholars. For example, Bandura (1999) states that moral 

view that the availability of prima facie evidence is important in the whistle-blowing 
process. Kumar and Santoro (2017) also argue that in the absence of a legal mechanism 
to protect individuals who engage in whistle-blowing, these individuals look for strong 
evidence before they actually blow the whistle (Kumar & Santoro, 2017). This is 

in a legally hostile courtroom, they will have to face serious repercussions. Hence, this 
paper argues that convincing evidence which would enable an individual to establish a 

of whistle-blowing. Accordingly, the third proposition has been advanced:

P3

Personal principles and whistle-blowing intention

Drawing on the Theory of Principled Organizational Dissent and the work of Graham 
(1986) and Schultz et al. (1993), it is argued that an individual’s perception of the 
risk of retaliation from the members in the organization could negatively affect that 
individual’s willingness to report wrongdoing because individuals do not want to put 
themselves at any serious risk without some compensating advantage. Prior studies 
have also supported a negative relationship between the personal cost of reporting 
and an individual’s reporting intention which is explained in the Theory of Principled 
Organizational Dissent (e.g. Bedard et al., 2008; Brody et al., 1998; Dozier & Miceli, 1985; 
Kaplan & Whitecotton, 2001; Latan et al., 2018; Liyanarachchi & Adler, 2011; Miceli 
& Near, 1992; Miceli & Near, 2013; Rehg et al., 2008; Zhuang et al.,  2005). However, 
Dalton and Radtke (2013) have found contradictory results. These researchers reveal 
that there is no relationship between personal cost of reporting and whistle-blowing 
intention. However, Alleyne et al. (2018) have illustrated empirically that personal 
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way. This means that a person’s intention to blow the whistle would be less when the 
personal cost of reporting is comparatively high. Thus, it is proposed that:

P4:  Personal cost of reporting has a negative impact on whistle-blowing 
intention

Based on the Theory of Principled Organizational Dissent, it is argued that the individuals 
who have the psychological state of feeling that they are personally responsible for 
responding to an issue of principle are more likely to report wrongdoing (Graham, 
1986; Schultz et al., 1993). This is because such individuals consider reporting of 
wrongdoing as a part of their responsibility. Accordingly, whistle-blowing intention 
increases when personal responsibility for reporting increases. Supporting this, Miceli 
et al. (1991) state that if an individual considers whistle-blowing as a part of his/her 
personal responsibility, such a person is more likely to blow the whistle. Furthermore, 
Lowe et al. (2015) state that personal responsibility for reporting is one of the major 
determinants of a person’s whistle-blowing intention. Moreover, previous studies have 
indicated that personal responsibility for reporting and whistle-blowing intention have 
a strong, positive correlation (Brody et al., 1998; Dalton & Radtke, 2013; Dozier & Miceli, 
1985; Kaplan & Whitecotton, 2001; Miceli et al., 1991; Zhuang et al., 2005).

Alleyne et al. (2013) investigated the whistle-blowing intention of external auditors 
and formulated a hypothesis that personal responsibility for reporting is positively 
associated with whistle-blowing intention. They supported their argument empirically 
in a subsequent  study (Alleyne et al., 2018). However, according to the results of their 

blowing intention only in a limited way (Alleyne et al., 2018). Therefore, it is proposed 
that:

P5:  Personal responsibility for reporting has a positive impact on whistle-
blowing intention

Based on the Theory of Resource Dependency, it has been argued that whistle-blowers 
are more powerful than the organization if they possess strong and convincing evidence 
of wrongdoing (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Therefore, whistle-blowing intention increases 
when the evidence of wrongdoing increases. Furthermore, Miceli et al. (1991) point 
out that there is a positive relationship between evidence of wrongdoing and whistle-
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blowing intention. In line with this, Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran (2005) state that 
people only proceed with whistle-blowing if they have strong positive support from 
actual evidence. According to some previous studies, the availability of strong evidence 
of wrongdoing results in an increase in whistle-blowing intention (Miceli & Near, 1985; 
Miceli et al., 2012; Near & Miceli, 1996; Near & Miceli, 2016; Rehg et al., 2008). This 
relationship is further supported by Dworkin and Baucus (1998) who found that a 
person who acts as a whistle-blower would normally possess more convincing and 
strong evidence of wrongdoing than others do. Thus, this paper proposes that:

P6:  Evidence of wrongdoing has a positive impact on whistle-blowing intention

Based on the Theory of Moral Conation, it has been argued that when an individual 
engages in a morally questionable act, that individual would require a moral motivation 
as moral motivation entails a tendency for moral behaviour (Hannah et al., 2011). 
Whistle-blowing is also considered as a morally questionable act, and therefore, it 

Accordingly, this paper argues that whistle-blowing intention increases when moral 

studies (e.g., Bandura et al., 1996; Barsky, 2011; Jones, 1991). 

According to Bandura et al. (1996), an individual generally attempts to rationalise his/
her behaviour. This rationalisation is done through certain psychological processes, and 

moral decision making (McGraw, 1998, Nisan & Koriat, 1989; Vitell et al.,  2011). In this 

decision-making. On the basis of this, the current paper asserts that whistle-blowing 

Niven and Healy (2016) point out that, only an individual who possesses a high moral 

the Theory of Moral Conation and Empirical Evidence, it is argued that a person who 

which hinder his/her whistle-blowing intention. Therefore, it is proposed that: 
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P7

Based on the Theory of Principled Organizational Dissent, previous studies have shown 
that there is a negative relationship between personal cost of reporting and whistle-
blowing intention (e.g., Alleyne et al., 2018). However, a closer examination of personal 
cost of reporting and whistle-blowing intention suggests that the effect of personal 
cost of reporting on whistle-blowing intention can be expected to take place through 

realisation that he/she must bear the cost of reporting, such a person would seek moral 

blowing intention into action. 

While supporting the above argument, Green (1991) states that some individuals do 

therein. This non-involvement pushes an individual to maintain the status quo, since all 
the others are doing the same. This has been referred to as the notion of ‘all the others 
do the same’. In such a situation, as this individual does not attempt to go against the 
notion of ‘all the others do the same’, the issue of the personal cost of reporting does 
not arise. This is because these individuals do not intend to oppose the wrongdoing. 

notion of ‘all the others do the same’. In bringing this argument to bear on the current 
conceptualisation, a whistle-blowing intention would demand an individual to go 

to a self-realisation, as mentioned above, that generates a whistle-blowing intention. 
Therefore, it is proposed that:

P8

reporting and whistle-blowing intention 

Based on the Theory of Principled Organizational Dissent, previous studies have 
shown that there is a direct, positive relationship between personal responsibility for 
reporting and whistle-blowing intention (e.g., Alleyne et al., 2018). However, personal 
responsibility for reporting can also be expected to increase persons’ whistle-blowing 
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individual feel that he/she has a responsibility to report a wrongdoing, such a person 

reporting wrongdoing is in accordance with his/her own moral values. Therefore, 

notion of ‘all the others do the same’. 

While supporting the above argument, Green (1991) states that if a person rejects the 
notion of ‘all the others do the same’, he/she might have to face serious repercussions 
for doing so. In a situation where there is a personal responsibility for reporting, an 

that may arise by opposing the notion of ‘all the others do the same’. This means that, 
that individual will use his/her personal responsibility for reporting in building up his/

this, in turn will fuel his/her whistle-blowing intention. Thus, this paper proposes that:

P9

for reporting and whistle-blowing intention 

Based on the Theory of Resource Dependency this paper argues that the probability 
of reporting (i.e., reporting intention) increases when the evidence of wrongdoing 
increases (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). However, evidence of wrongdoing can also be 

This is because individuals want to overcome the fear of inadequate evidence which 
reduces their chances of being successful in whistle-blowing. Therefore, when an 
individual comes to the self-realisation that he/she has strong evidence of wrongdoing, 

intention. 

While supporting the above argument, Green (1991) states that where there is a 
lack of evidence regarding a wrongdoing, a person will not be inclined to report it. 
Reporting is most likely to occur when strong evidence of wrongdoing is available to the 
person engaged in whistle-blowing. In bringing this argument to bear on the current 

realises that there is strong evidence of wrongdoing. This means that that individual 
will use the availability of strong evidence for wrongdoing to build up his/her moral 

it is proposed that:
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P10

wrongdoing and whistle-blowing intention. 

Moral conation capacities and whistle-blowing intention

responsibility for the ethical nature of their own actions, those of others around them, 
their organization, or another collective” (Hannah et al., 2011, p. 674). 

Hannah and Avolio, (2010) state that moral ownership creates a strong motivational 
force towards ethical actions. Empirical studies have shown that since whistle-blowing is 
a moral act, in order to act in a moral manner, an individual would need moral ownership 
(Janoff-Bulman, Sheikh, & Hepp, 2009). Therefore, it can be seen that there is a direct 
relationship between moral ownership and whistle-blowing intention. However, based 
on the Theory of Moral Conation, it has been argued that moral ownership also helps 

intention, as moral ownership helps an individual feel responsible enough to act. 

Bandura (1999) suggests that individuals may use “moral disengagement” techniques 

and thereby believe that their ethical principles are still being upheld. A higher level of 
moral ownership will help  combat these tendencies (Hannah et al., 2011). The Theory 
of Moral Conation suggests that the relationship between moral motivation and moral 
action is stronger when moral ownership is high (Hannah et al., 2011). Based on the 

and whistle-blowing intention is stronger when there is high moral ownership. Thus, it 
is proposed:

P11: Moral ownership moderates the positive relationship between moral 

stronger when moral ownership is high and weaker when moral ownership 
is low. 

mobilize the motivation, cognitive resources, means, and course of action(s) needed to 
attain moral performance within a given moral domain, while persisting in the face of 
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but that supporting means are also available that allows him/her to act successfully 
(Hannah et al., 2011). Accordingly, the Theory of Moral Conation argues that, the 
relationship between moral motivation and moral action is stronger when individuals 

an individual believes in his/her capabilities to face moral adversity. 

to report a wrongdoing in circumstances where there is opposition or pressure (May 

to whistle-blowing intention, which means that there is a direct relationship between 

moral adversity. Accordingly, it is proposed that:

P12

Moral courage means the ability “to act ethically or to resist pressure to act unethically” 
(Hannah et al., 2011, p. 676). The Theory of Moral Conation argues that, the relationship 
between moral motivation and moral action is stronger in the presence of high moral 
courage (Hannah et al., 2011). Accordingly, this paper argues that even though a person 

emotions. This fear or anxiety can be overcome through high moral courage, as moral 

fear or negative emotions which are associated with morally questionable acts (Hannah 

blowing intention can become stronger for individuals who have high moral courage. 
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Near & Miceli, 1996). Therefore, this paper asserts that there is a direct relationship 
between moral courage and whistle-blowing intention as well. This relationship is also 
supported by prior empirical work (e.g., Watts & Buckley, 2017). However, based on the 
Theory of Moral Conation, it was argued that the presence of moral courage strengthens 

courage helps an individual overcome the threats that he/she faces. Accordingly, it is 
proposed that:

P13

and whistle-blowing intention, such that the relationship is stronger when 
individuals have high moral courage and weaker when individuals have low 
moral courage.

The proposed conceptual model is illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Conceptual model
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Theoretical implications 

of wrongdoing, only some are willing to blow the whistle. This paper aimed to extend 
the limited knowledge on the antecedent conditions for whistle-blowing and the 
relationships among various factors that can be used to predict potential whistle-
blowing behaviour. Using whistle-blowing intention as a proxy for the actual act of 
whistle-blowing, this paper explored individual factors related to whistle-blowing 
intention. However, the theories related to whistle-blowing have not grounded the 
relationship among individual factors and whistle-blowing intention on a sound 
theoretical foundation. Therefore, this study addressed three theoretical gaps that exist 
in De George’s Theory of Whistle-blowing, which is the main theoretical lens used in 
this study.

and as such, they have no strong theoretical foundation. As a result, the theory fails to 

of principled organizational dissent (Graham, 1986) and resource dependency (Pfeffer 
& Salancik, 1978) which propose three personal principles on a sound theoretical 

of whistle-blowing. Accordingly, this paper provides a sound theoretical basis for 

blowing, not the whistle-blowing action itself (Davis, 1996; Hoffman & McNulty, 
2011). Therefore, this study argued that De George’sTtheory of Whistle-blowing fails 

whistle-blowing itself. By using the theory of moral conation, it was argued that moral 

blowing and whistle-blowing, this paper provides an extension to De George’s Theory 

whistle-blowing and whistle-blowing intention. This can be considered as the second 
theoretical implication of this study.
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This study also attempted to examine the moderating effect of the moral conation 

Moral Conation, this study explained the moderating effect of moral conation capacities 

empirical studies showing results for similar effects could not be found, where in the 

whistle-blowing intention is strengthened. This boundary condition proposed in this 
study contributes to the limited theoretical work done on the moderating effects of 
moral conation capacities in the whistle-blowing context, effects which have not been 
discussed at all in De George’s Theory of Whistle-blowing. This can be considered as the 
third theoretical implication of this study.

Managerial implications 

Employees are more likely to blow the whistle if they experience low personal costs of 
reporting, high personal responsibility for reporting, and high evidence of wrongdoing. 
Therefore, with respect to the personal cost of reporting, managers should pay 
attention to ways and means through which such personal costs can be mitigated, or 
even eradicated. For example, managers can introduce and implement incentives or a 
reward structure (e.g. onetime cash bonus) for successful whistle-blowing behaviour 
which could be used to facilitate the reduction of personal costs through improving 

public fora, paid holidays, and a new designation by way of providing recognition would 
also enable a reduction in the personal cost of reporting. Also, managers need to be 
certain  that when an incident is reported through whistle-blowing, they investigate 
that allegation fully and fairly. As a deterrent measure, corporations can include 
appropriate punishment for wrongdoers which would encourage individuals to take 
whistle-blowing seriously and to reduce the personal cost of reporting. 

Similarly, in order to improve personal responsibility for reporting, managers can 
communicate organisational whistle-blowing policy through appropriate forums 
including the intranet, induction programmes or the company website. Additionally, 
they can include whistle-blowing as one of the responsibilities of an employee in his/

and a sense of protection from within.  Apart from that, managers can implement a 
surveillance system (e.g., CCTV) with the informed assent of employees, and this could 
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be used to gather evidence of wrongdoing. The availability of more convincing and 

of an individual as well as his/her whistle-blowing intention. 

Furthermore, this study implied that moral conation capacities (moral ownership, 

important in promoting whistle-blowing behaviour among employees. Therefore, 
managers need to be focused on promoting such moral conation capacities. To this end, 
multiple communication and reporting channels can be used to improve employees’ 

and sense of psychological responsibility. For example, implementing an open door-
policy and providing a whistle-blowing hotline as a means or channel of multiple 
communication have been found to be effective in some organisations. In order to 
promote an employee’s moral courage, managers need to take swift corrective action 
when the whistle-blower’s complaint is founded on merit. Most importantly, managers 
need to select the right employees who possess attributes associated with observing 
and reporting wrongdoing. For that purpose, managers can use suitable selection 
criteria and mechanisms including behavioural interviews and personality tests. 

Limitations and directions for further research

Using the proposed theoretical framework, future researchers can evaluate and uncover 
the following aspects. Individual factors are a set of prerequisite conditions which may 
be used to predict potential whistle-blowing behaviour. In addition, organisational, 
situational, and environmental factors can also be used to predict potential whistle-
blowing behaviour. This study only reveals the possibility of interaction among 
individual factors relating  to whistle-blowing intention, whereas other interactions 
have not been studied. Therefore, other interactions could be investigated in future 
studies. Furthermore, future researchers could consider all the factors related to 
whistle-blowing together, and in so doing, they would be able to uncover the various 
combinations and relationships existing therein.

Furthermore, the available and widely accepted survey instruments could be used to 
test the veracity of the constructs by empirical means. There are widely accepted survey 
instruments available to test the constructs proposed in this framework. To measure 
personal cost of reporting and personal responsibility for reporting it is possible to use 
the six case situations involving professional dissent developed by Schultz et al. (1993). 
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With regard to evidence of wrongdoing, it is possible to use the supportive evidence 

The Moral Potency Questionnaire Self–Rater developed by Hannah and Avolio (2010) 
could be used to measure moral conation capacities, including moral ownership, moral 

using a measurement scale developed by Park and Blenkinsopp (2009).

Future researchers can contribute empirically to the existing body of knowledge in the 

Liyanarachchi and Newdick (2009), an investigation of individual awareness on laws/

mechanisms could contribute to future endeavours in this subject area. From a Sri 
Lankan perspective, it is important to investigate the legal protection mechanisms 

Additionally, cross-cultural studies need to be conducted in order to determine 

proposed theoretical framework can also be further extended to uncovering why only 
some people blow the whistle. 

Conclusion  

The aim of this study was to advance the existing knowledge regarding prerequisite 
conditions and relationships among various factors that may be used to predict 
potential whistle-blowing intentions by providing a better theorisation of individual 
factors related to whistle-blowing intention. Accordingly, the framework proposed by 
this study points to the fact that those who possess personal principles experience 

on the extent to which a person possesses moral conation capacities.

blowing, chief among which is the importance of implementing an effective whistle-
blowing mechanism. Finally, this research opens new avenues for future researchers to 
study morality as a factor that will ultimately determine people’s decisions on whether 
or not to blow the whistle.
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