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Abstract. This study examines and compares the attitude of management students in Croatia and Slovakia towards whistleblowing in a 
sample of 121 master students of business ethics at the Faculty of Economics University in Split, Croatia, and 169 master students from 
University of Bratislava, Slovakia. The three measurement instruments include whistleblowers’ attitudes (3 items), whistleblowing atti-
tudes (2 items) and potential types of whistleblowing reactions (8 items), i.e. external reactions (4 items) and internal reactions (4 items). 
The results of the study indicated a positive attitude toward whistleblowing and whistleblowers in both student groups. It is also found 
that Croatian students exhibited more positive attitude towards whistleblowers than Slovakian students. Also, Croatian students showed 
more proneness to react in a whistleblowing situation – both inside the organization and externally via media. These conclusions suggest 
that the sense of moral duty to blow the whistle, as well as less fear of the potential consequences, is stronger in Croatian students. The 
results may be of practical use to managers who can benefit from whistleblowing while keeping in mind that whistleblowing can’t be 
avoided and that punishing whistleblowers seems to be a bad managerial practice.
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1. Introduction

Management should have keen interest in avoiding illegal, immoral or illegitimate practices (in order to avoid 
corporate scandals) by encouraging employees to report unethical conduct internally1 , so it can be addressed 
quickly and be prevented from growing into a larger crisis (Mayer at al., 2013, p. 89; Luzgina, 2017; Kordík, 
Kurilovská, 2017). Also by means of internal reporting, external reporting should be avoided. Reporting about 
different kind of organizational misconduct is covered by the term of whistleblowing. 

Originally the term whistleblowing originates from the practice of English policemen who blew their whistle 
when they observed a crime. The blowing of a whistle alerted other law enforcement officers and the general 
1 In the great mayority of cases employees tell someone within the organization and don’t want to cause any bad publicity for the 
organization - thus is called internal reporting or internal whistleblowing. When organizations punish or discourage internal reporting, 
bad practices typically get worse, until someone often motivated by conscience - feels they must notify the press, government agency or 
other external institutions – this is known as external whistleblowing/reporting, and it can mean serious problems for the organization 
(http://www. ethicalsystems. org/content/whistleblowing. Available on 13. June 2017.).
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public that a crime was being committed (Dasgupta and Tavakoli, 2010). In organizational life, the most com-
monly accepted definition of whistleblowing is “the disclosure by organization members (former or current) 
of illegal, immoral and illegitimate practices under the control of their employers to persons and organizations 
that may be able to effect action” (Near and Miceli, 1985). It represents an ethicist’s version of optical illusion, 
as from one perspective it is the ultimate act of justice and serving to right a wrong, while from another point 
of view it is the ultimate breach and a grave betrayal of the organization (Dungan, Waytz and Young, 2015).

Whistleblowing is for businesses, organizations and management an interesting but complex phenomenon that 
appears to be occurring with greater frequency throughout the world. Although employees are generally reluc-
tant to report internally because they fear retaliation for reporting or believe such efforts will be futile (Mesmer-
Magnus and Viswesvaran, 2005), and the same is valid in the case of external reporting – such behavior can 
have significant positive and negative consequences on organizational and social functioning. In numerous 
examples, due to external whistleblowers’ activity, the public get acquainted with ethical and legal abuses in 
business and governmental organizations. 

Whistleblowers teach about violation of law, misuse of public funds, falsifying documents, mismanagement, 
misuse of public facilities, questionable research activities, excessive spending, censorship (Soeken and Soek-
en, 1986; Kordík, Kurilovská, 2017), unsafe products, corruption, waste of resources (material, financial, hu-
man), or ecological misuse (Luzgina, 2017). From whistleblowers, we learn about the “dark side” of business, 
organizations and management in numerous existing forms. The most common types of wrongdoing which can 
provoke whistleblower behavior are presented in table 1. 

Table 1. Types of organizational wrongdoing

Category Constituents

Stealing Stealing of funds, stealing of property, accepting bribes/kickbacks, use of an official position for personal 
benefit, unfair advantage to contractor, and employee abuse of office

Wasting Wasting of organizational assets, wasting social benefits
Mismanagement Management cover-up of poor performance and making false projections of performance
Safety problems Unsafe or non-compliant products and unsafe working conditions

Sexual harassment Unwelcome sexual advances/requests for sexual favors and verbal/physical contact of sexual nature
Unfair discrimination Discrimination based on race, sex, religion, etc.

Legal violations. Violations of law, etc.

Source: Dasgupta and Ankit (2010).

Employees are usually among the first to learn about unfair practices and can point them out, therefore use of 
whistleblowing means active notification of a particular unfair practice that takes place within the workplace 
(Caha and Urban, 2017). The basic question in evaluating the whistleblowers activity is: “Are whistleblowers 
betrayers or heroes?” There are two opposite reasoning: whistleblowing can be seen as a negative or a positive 
activity (Tavakoli et al., 2003).

From the point of view of those who are absolutely loyal to governments, corporations and in general to the 
organizations which tend to hide exceeding, bypassing or disregarding of laws or standards, whistleblowers are 
betrayers. In some cultures, social norms say that it is disloyal to the organization and management to blow the 
whistle, and in contrary conformity and obedience to hierarchy is highly valued. From such a narrow perspec-
tive, the wrongdoer is in fact the whistleblower, not his management/other employee who commits any kind of 
wrongdoing mentioned in Table 1. Such a cultural perspective considers a whistleblower as an “evil” because of 
his/her “dark motivation” resulting from either intention for revenge against his organization, or having some fi-
nancial benefits from whistleblowing and perhaps reinstatement of employment (e.g. manipulation of some kind 
or blackmailing in order to achieve better organizational position). In fact whistleblowers are more likely then 
inactive to be highly payed, have high job performance, hold supervisory or professional status and have the role 
responsibility to report wrongdoing and the knowledge of how to do so (http://www. ethicalsystems.org/content/
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whistleblowing. Available on 13. June 2017.). From the economic point of view, (external) whistleblowing is an 
undesirable course of action because it could confound all the marketing and PR efforts and seriously damage 
the image of the organization (Tavakoli et al., 2003). From the perspective of the second group of people who 
fully obey and respect the law and social norms, “whistleblowers are heroes.” They are loyal to the organization 
(to its mission statements, values, goals, etc.) since they are ready to inform and fight against any deviation from 
the corporation’s own statements and values. Although whistleblowing could be considered as a step against 
managers or employees, it should not be seen as an act of damaging the corporate image but as an act of courage 
and support of the organization in a broader perspective. No employee is bound to be loyal towards any indi-
vidual or group within an organization who violates the mission, goals and values of the organization (Vandeker-
chove and Commers, 2004.). A whistleblower could be seen as an altruistic person with unselfish concerns about 
the well-being of others to avoid the wrongdoing which harms the interests of the organization, its consumers, 
co-workers and the society in general (Arnold and Ponemon, 1991; Vinten, 2000 according Dasgupta and Ankit, 
2010). Researcher also found another whistleblower typologies based on goals, motivations and context, i.e. 
altruist, avenger, organization men, alarmist and bounty hunter type (Heumann at al., 2013).

So, from the business ethics point of view, we can conclude that whistleblowers are dominantly heroic indi-
viduals who, in spite of severe resistance of the organization/society and discouragement (Miceli at al., 2008, 
Grimsley, 2000, Ridge, 2000) protest against misbehavior in the attempt to fix it. Internal and external whistle-
blowers have the potential to be teachers (counsellors) and direction-proposers in institutional and systemic 
changes. Although both laws (which prescribe what should not be done) and ethical codes (which prescribe that 
something that is incorrect should not even be considered) exist when they are violated, whistleblowers help to 
avoid and fix any socially inappropriate behavior.

Also, although whistleblowers can provoke unpleasantness in the short-term, they support the organizational ide-
als and better system from a long-term sustainable socio-economic perspective. This is appreciated by multiple 
multinational enterprises (MNEs). Some of them have established special departments where whistleblowers 
may share their reports. Others have established ethics codes, which encourage employees to contact the organi-
zation’s legal counsel in case of any illegal or unethical activities. In fact, a study of international codes of con-
duct for MNEs indicates a substantial agreement on the moral duties of MNEs (Tavakoli et al., 2003). Positive 
attitudes towards whistleblowing may help to predict or explain whistleblowing behavior, and prevent greater 
organizational damages. Because of the risk they face, whistleblowers should be awarded in the same manner as 
entrepreneurs are awarded for their business risk taking since they represent a cardinal factor of growth and de-
velopment of organizations and social systems. This is the suggestion of whistleblowers association in Croatia, 
i.e. “to the whistleblower the reward in the amount of 10% of the damage which he prevent” (Večernji list, 2014).

Whistleblowers compared with inactive observers tend to have good job performance, to be more highly edu-
cated, to hold higher-level or supervisory positions, to score higher on tests of moral reasoning, and to value 
whistleblowing in the face of unethical behavior (Sims and Keenan, 1998, Near and Miceli; 1996, Miceli and 
Near; 1984, Brabeck, 1984) suggest that they are well educated, dedicated to their job, and good and reliable 
employees. Many of them are individuals with high working performance who feel invited to report about 
wrong doing in organization according to their own moral (moral ideology)2, and in general they believe that 
they are expected to blow the whistle in case of any misbehavior (Ottensmeyer and McCarty, 1996, 424-434).

Although whistleblowers want to improve the working environment and organizational performance due to 
their own personal beliefs in good, they regularly experience retaliation and animosity from their supervisors, 
peers and colleagues (Soaken and Soaken, 1986). They are also usually exposed to psychological pressure in 
the form of job ostracism (Wu et al., 2012). Courage to tell the unpleasant truth is often dangerous, but in fact  
it helps to develop the organization in a positive way3 (Lučić, 2013). Anyway an employee may however face 

2 Today in organizational life, many moral ideologies exist; the most famous are: idealism, relativism, Machiavellianism, golden ethi-
cal rule, narcism, utilitarianism, cost-benefit analysis and altruism (cf. Chudziska-Czupala, 2013).
3 Paraphrased from the great Croatian writers Miroslav Krleža and Ivo Andric (Nobel prize bearer) „Lie is a religion of master and 
slaves, the truth is religion of strong and free human beings. “
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various ethical dillemas in such a situation, e.g. should be disloyal to their colleagues, line manager, general 
management or even employer, putting their own position at risk, on the one hand, or it is more important to 
protect organizational or public interest, on the other hand (cf. Caha and Urban, 2017).

Organizations and management do not react properly when ignoring, lying or even maltreating whistleblowers. 
Organizational performance and respect of ethics can be improved only when we are aware of drawbacks and 
weaknesses in our team and its behavior. And in case we don’t have any other measures to recognize any misbe-
havior, whistleblowers could be one of the solutions. It could be surprising that in spite of very bad treatment of 
whistleblowers (e.g. repression and retaliation), only in the US there are several hundred thousand whistleblow-
ers in all the spheres of organizational life (Ottensmeyer and McCarty, 1996, 427). So, it is a real and frequent 
phenomenon which needs to be researched in more detail. In Croatia, there has not been any research about 
whistleblowing done, although reality shows that it is not a rare phenomenon. The practice in Croatia shows 
that whistleblowing and whistleblowers are, in reality, condemned; they are treated extremely badly although 
in many cases they pointed out criminal and unethical acts which could accelerate organizational and social 
development. One very real and current problem in Croatia is corruption and theft. On 28 October 2013, a bill 
concerning protection of denunciators of anomalies (i.e. whistleblowers protection) was introduced in Croatia. 
The intention of this bill was to discourage the management from revengeful behavior against denunciators of 
anomalies, change the “climate of fear”, stimulate socially responsible behavior, change the negative percep-
tion of whistleblowers, narrow the space for corruption and make a contribution in building a more righteous 
society (suggestion of Dr. Dražen Gorjanski).

To which extent are whistleblowers important in illuminating criminal acts, e.g. corruption, we may see in 
the research about corruption. Due to whistleblowing activities, 43% of corruption was uncovered whilst 
due to the police investigations this figure was just about 2-3%. Whistleblowers are also extremely efficient 
in drawing attention to very different anomalies. When informing about such anomalies, there are, on aver-
age, 20 other active individuals (potential but inactive whistleblowers) who will follow them. Thus, we may 
consider it as an evidence of an economic adequacy of whistleblowing in battle against corruption when 1$ 
invested into this purpose (whistleblowers support) results in 8$ yield (prevented damage) (Večernji list, 
2014), (Vasilova, 2015), (Kabat, Filip and Filipová, 2016). Also according Global economic survey (2016) 
23% of all the respondents that had faced serious economic crime stated that the behavior had been revealed 
by means of a notification system (an anonymous line, helpline, etc.) or by notification inside the organiza-
tion. Similarly, a survey conducted by KPMG (2008) showed that 19% of the 568 analyzed cases of economic 
crime were revealed by whistleblowers (Caha and Urban, 2017). There are many ways to understand why 
CEOs or supervisors in general do not accept or even sanction whistleblowers. Considering different power 
related frameworks, whistleblowing can be understood as a two-way process, where reporting represents an 
attempt to elevate the whistleblower’s own internal power over a dominant coalition in the organization and 
thus singular or repeated negative and retaliatory actions can be experienced within the organization against 
such initiative (Bjørkelo, 2013).

To achieve a higher level of satisfaction of organizational and social interests, we pursued research on attitudes 
of the most propulsive population, i.e. Master students of management who may in the future restructure the 
social attitudes toward whistleblowing. This paper deals with exploration of different attitudes toward whistle-
blowing among master students of management in Croatia and Slovakia, and according to the obtained results, 
we propose measures to create such an ethical climate which will make external whistleblowing unnecessary. 
The research questions (problems) are defined as follows:

l	What is the actual attitude of students of management towards whistleblowers, whistleblowing, and their  
 potential whistleblowers’ reaction? 

l	What are the differences in the students’ attitude towards whistleblowing and whistleblowers, potential  
 whistleblowers’ reaction with regard to gender?

l	What are the differences in the students’ attitude towards whistleblowing and whistleblowers, potential  
 whistleblowers’ reaction with regard to organizational membership?
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2. Methodology

Measurement instruments

The research first studied attitudes to whistleblowing of Slovakian and Croatian students and then performed 
a comparative analysis of the two groups. To understand the status quo and provide conclusions about poten-
tial future attitudes toward whistleblowing, it is used a questionnaire with 13 items divided into four areas of 
research interest:
1.  Attitudes to whistleblowers - 3 items;
2.  Attitudes to whistleblowing (ethical correctness) - 2 items;
3.  Whistleblowers’ reaction - outside the organization (external) - 4 items;
4.  Whistleblowers’ reaction - inside the organization (internal) - 4 items.

The questionnaire used a 5 degree Likert-type response format according to the following scores:
l	To measure attitudes toward whistleblowers and whistleblowing, we used the following response scale:  
 1. I strongly disagree; 2. I disagree; 3. I do not agree nor disagree; I agree; 5. I strongly agree.
l	To measure the whistleblowers’ reaction, we used the following response scale: I will never act in such a  
 way; 2. I will not act in such a way; 3. I am not sure if I would act in such a way; 4. I believe I would act in  
 such a way; 5. I am sure that I will act in such a way.

The attitude questionnaire described some ethical attitudes about whistleblowers and the whistleblowing phe-
nomenon. The reaction questionnaire described reactions in the whistleblowing situations in terms of what 
would the interviewee react like (external and/or internal) if he had the intention to “blow into the whistle”. The 
original questionnaire is provided in the appendix. The comparison of metric characteristics obtained on both 
the Slovakian (N=169) and Croatian student sample (N=121) are provided in table 1. 

Table 2 suggests that all the tested variables are sufficiently reliable (Cronbach alpha score equal or greater than 
0.60). In Slovakian sample, external whistleblowers’ reaction has been determined as of the lowest reliability  
(Alpha=0.62), however according to DeVellis (1991)4, it can still be treated as acceptably reliable, while in Croa-
tian students, with the same Cronbach Alpha score, attitude to whistleblowers has emerged as the least reliable 
item. Attitude to whistleblowing has shown to be the most reliable variable in both samples, with Cronbach Alpha 
result of 0.81 and 0.83 respectively for Slovakian and Croatian students, which is categorized as excellent reli-
ability. In both students’ samples, attitude towards whistleblowing in general has been more stable than attitude to 
whistleblowers. The rest of the summary variables’ Cronbach alpha score suggests their reliability is very good.

Table 2. Basic psychometric norms achieved on both Slovakian  
and Croatian student sample for the key whistleblowing variables

Slovakian sample Croatian sample

Variable name Mean Std.  
deviation

Cronbach 
alpha Mean Std.  

deviation
Cronbach 

alpha
Attitude to whistleblowers (N=3 items) 3.44 0.80 0.70 3.75 0.78 0.62
Attitude to whistleblowing (N=2 items) 3.71 0.90 0.81 3.79 0.95 0.83
Total attitude to whistleblowers and whistleblowing (N=5 items) 3.55 0.72 0.77 3.73 0.75 0.77
External whistleblowers’ reaction (N=4 items) 2.66 0.89 0.62 3.16 0.85 0.79
Internal whistleblowers’ reaction (N=4 items) 3.16 0.88 0.78 3.40 0.98 0.80
Total (external and internal) whistleblowers’ reaction (N=8 items) 2.91 0.70 0.71 3.28 0.69 0.74
Total scale (N=13 items) 3.16 0.60 0.78 3.47 1.12 0.80

Source: Research results

4 According DeVellis (1991) the Cronbach alpha reliability should be interpreted as follow: <0,60=not acceptable; 0,60-0,65=borderline 
(can be treated as acceptable); 0,65-0,70=acceptable; 0,70-0,80=very good; 0,80-0,90=excellent; >0,90=the scale should be shortened.
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The results presented above suggest that the Slovakian interviewees are more consistent in their attitude to-
wards whistleblowing as a phenomenon (alpha=0,81) than to the individual whistleblowers (alpha=0,71). The 
same verdict can be noticed in the Croatian sample, which are also significantly more consistent in their at-
titude to whistleblowing in general (alpha=0,83) than to whistleblowers as individuals (alpha=0,62). They also 
demonstrate that the interviewees from both samples are significantly more consistent in the internal whistle-
blower’s actions (alpha=0,78-0,80) they would have taken if they were in a situation to blow the whistle than 
the reaction outside the organization (alpha=0,71-0,74).

Another noticeable difference between the two student samples can be marked in external whistleblowers’ 
reaction, as Croatian interviewees are considerably more consistent in their attitudes (alpha=0,79) than their 
Slovakian colleagues (alpha=0,62). Tables 3 and 4 display the intercorrelations matrix between each of the 13 
items in the questionnaire for both samples to inspect whether any of the items are overlapping. 

Table 3. Intercorrelation between the questionnaire items for the Slovakian student sample

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13
1 1
2 ,438 1
3 .510 .364 1
4 .371 .163 .434 1
5 .388 .146 .499 .676 1
6 .107 .107 .147 -.060 .092 1
7 .175 .277 .207 .116 .187 .371 1
8 .034 .175 .152 -.014 .130 .452 .450 1
9 .198 .136 .197 .085 .199 .389 .223 .194 1
10 .219 .113 .306 .310 .349 .081 .322 .104 .164 1
11 .081 .083 .110 .066 .127 .107 .275 .249 .161 .407 1
12 .163 .138 .221 .257 .309 .033 .328 .214 .160 .543 .439 1
13 .164 .084 .171 .387 .315 -.108 .251 .003 .041 .569 .289 .630 1

Source: Research results

Table 4. Intercorrelation between the questionnaire items for the Croatian student sample

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13
1 1
2 .198 1
3 .358 .507 1
4 .243 .459 .431 1
5 .265 .414 .443 .706 1
6 .069 .279 .233 .234 .350 1
7 .075 .085 .167 .225 .218 .487 1
8 .186 .206 .243 .340 .368 .534 .340 1
9 .104 .161 .147 .279 .410 .550 .398 .558 1
10 .300 .229 .258 .208 .260 .161 .121 .069 .129 1
11 .282 .103 -.012 .194 .249 .126 .057 .054 .186 .571 1
12 .268 .013 .021 .023 .073 .163 .242 .039 .098 .385 .478 1
13 .246 -.034 .085 -.072 -.050 -.022 .104 -.071 -.048 .451 .449 .657 1

Source: Research results
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All the items have shown relatively low to medium intercorrelations which implies they can be considered pure 
enough to be used in achieving the objective of the research. Concretely the most of highest inter-correlations 
between items are below r=0,60, only two are above (i.e. r=0,676 and r=0,706, inter-correlations between the 
item 4 and 5 in the both samples - Slovak and Croatian sample respectively), so there is enough unexplained 
variance to treat each of measured item as enough independent, therefore such overlapping can be treated as 
tolerable. 

Subjects

The research on Croatian students was conducted in mid-December 2014, on a sample of 121 full time students 
of management during the first year of their master’s degree studies (fourth year of integral study) at the Fac-
ulty of Economics, University of Split, Croatia (Bogdanović and Tyll, 2016). The students were attending the 
mandatory course of Business Ethics. From a total of 121 subjects, 84 were female and 37 male, with an age 
spread from 22 to 48 years (22-25 years 85%; 26-29 years 9.2%; and 30-48 years 5.8%). 63 of them had work 
experience, while 58 had not. 5 students were married, 116 were single.

The research on Slovakian sample was performed in Jun 20165 on a sample of 169 students of management 
during the first year of their master’s degree studies at the School of Economics, and Management in Public 
Administration in Bratislava of the Slovak Republic, of which 117 were female and 52 were male students, 
with an age spread from 21 to 59 years old (21-25 years 67.4%; 26-29 years 8.9%; 30-40 years 17.8%; and 41-
59 years 5.9%). 140 students had work experience and 29 didn’t have any work experience. 33 students were 
married, while the rest 136 were single or unmarried.

Procedure

Prior to the research, all the interviewed students were instructed about and familiarized with the type, as well 
as the objective of the conducted research. They were asked for their approval to be included in this research. 
Only the students who accorded to participate were included into the research. The questionnaires were filled 
out anonymously within approximately five minutes. The collected data was processed by IBM SPSS statistical 
software package.

3. Results

General remarks on basic descriptive results for all the items

The basic descriptive statistics, providing answers about crucial questions on whistleblowing and whistleblow-
ers for both Slovakian and Croatian students, is presented in table 5.

The table indicates existence of a generally positive attitude to whistleblowing (items 4 and 5; M > 3.50) in 
both samples. This conclusion is strengthened by the fact that mode for both items is positive (Mode ≥ 4). At-
titudes towards whistleblowers (items 1-3) and their internal reactions (items 10-13) are dominantly positive 
(Mode>=3) in both student samples, with Slovakian students grading all the items regarding attitude to indi-
vidual whistleblowers slightly lower than their Croatian colleagues.

This difference can be explained by the bad experiences about the consequences of the whistleblowers suf-
fered in publicly best-known cases of whistleblowing as well as negative media attention around it and diffi-
culties in finding a new job afterwards, which seems to have influenced the Slovaks stronger than the Croatian 
students. 

5 During the teaching and research stay in Slovakia in summer semester 2015./2016. academic year one of the author.
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Attitude to external whistleblowers’ reactions (items 6-9) is even less positive, as it is between neutral (Mode=3 
for items 6 and 8) and slightly negative (Mode=2 for item 9) for Slovakian sample, and neutral for Croatian stu-
dents, with modes being dominantly neutral (Mode=3) on both sides. These results can also be due to negative 
experiences of individual whistleblowers in well-known public whistleblowing cases, as well as the negative 
repercussions linked to it.

Table 5. Basic descriptive statistics for all the questionnaire items on both Slovakian and Croatian student sample

Slovakian sample Croatian sample
Item Mean Std. Deviation Mode Mean Std. Deviation Mode

One 3.50 1.001 4 3.72 1.058 4
Two 3.32 1.002 4 3.82 1.024 4
Three 3.51 1.036 4 3.71 1.036 3
Four 3.59 1.020 4 3.70 1.128 5
Five 3.83 0.937 4 3.92 0.927 4
Six 2.87 1.061 3 3.18 1.048 3
Seven 2.95 1.070 3 3.39 1.004 3
Eight 2.43 0.937 3 3.02 1.080 3
Nine 2.39 1.912 2 3.08 1.201 3
Ten 3.51 1.064 4 3.70 1.199 4
Eleven 2.53 1.186 3 3.21 1.230 4
Twelve 3.15 1.073 3 3.32 1.259 4
Thirteen 3.43 1.174 4 3.39 1.286 3

Source: Research results

In general, it can be concluded that the attitude toward whistleblowers and whistleblowing is more positive 
than the potential reaction of the interviewees. It suggests that the moral belief, in case of whistleblowing, is 
not strong enough to encourage whistleblowing behavior, due to both Slovakian and Croatian overall experi-
ence that whistleblowers are punished without exemptions, and the perception that such efforts will be futile 
(Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran, 2005). In fact the summary of personal factors that inhibit speaking up can 
be attributed to the four categories of reasons: a) fear of repraisal/retaliation, b) concern that nothing will be 
done, c) lack of self-efficacy (the idea that one has confidence/ability to speak up), d) lack of awareness that the 
behavior is wrong (http://www.ethicalsystems.org/content/whistleblowing. Avaliable on 13. 06. 2017.).

Attitude to whistleblowers, whistleblowing and potential whistleblowers’ reaction

Evaluation of students’ attitude towards whistleblowing, whistleblowers, potential external and internal reac-
tion is actualized via basic descriptive statistics for the mentioned variables, presented in the table 6.

Table 6. Basic descriptive statistics for key whistleblowing variables of Slovakian and Croatian students

Slovakian sample Croatian sample
Variable Mean Mode Std. Deviation Mean Mode Std. Deviation

1. Total attitude 3.55 3.80 0.72 3.77 3.40 0.75
2. Total reaction 2.91 3.00 0.70 3.28 3.50 0.69
3. Whistleblowers’ attitude 3.44 3.33 0.80 3.75 4.00 0.78
4. Whistleblowing attitude 3.71 4.00 0.90 3.79 5.00 0.95
5. Reaction external 2.66 3.00 0.89 3.16 3.00 0.85
6. Reaction internal 3.15 3.50 0.88 3.40 3.00 0.98
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Source: Research results
The general (total) attitude to whistleblowing is mostly positive in both samples (Slovakian students: M=3.55, 
s=0.72; Croatian students: M=3.77, s=0.75) with mode values of 3.80 and 3.40 for Slovakian and Croatian 
interviewees respectively. Therefore the both management student samples perceive the importance of whistle-
blowing and whistleblowers. Substantial difference can be noticed between Slovakian students’ attitude to 
whistleblowing (M=3.71, s=0.90) as a phenomenon and attitude to whistleblowers as individuals (M=3.44, 
s=0.80). Attitude towards whistleblowing in general is more positive and most of the students who have taken 
part in the research agree that blowing the whistle is not only a moral right but as well a moral duty of every 
individual, while they are mostly neutral regarding the role and importance of whistleblowers.
 
This outcome by the Slovak sample has his possible explanation in the fact that whistleblowers as humans can 
have different motivations and goals which are not always ethical and quite appropriate. E.g. Heumann at al. 
2013 explained whistleblowers with revenge and retribution motives, also bounty hunter motive which want to 
make money by such an activity. Perhaps by some number of examinees in the Slovak sample perceive “dark 
side” motivation of some whistleblowers so they are perceived less appropriate than the opinion about abstract 
phenomenon of whistleblowing.

Croats, on the other hand, do not differ significantly in points of view regarding these two items. Both student 
samples express sensibly more positive attitude to internal reactions on whistleblowing situations (Slovakian 
sample: M=3.15, s=0.88; Croatian sample: M=3.40, s=0.98) than actions outside of the organization (Slovakian 
sample: M=2.66, s=0.89; Croatian sample: M=3.16, s=0.85). 

This is according the results of Indian MBA students (N=237) from two Indian business school where re-
spondents reported significantly higher internal whistleblowing intentions than external whistleblowing inten-
tion (Dhamija and Rai, 2017). Those authors also found bad consequences for the company were positively 
correlated with internal whistleblowing intentions, and that collectivism was positively related with internal 
whistleblowing intention.

It is interesting that both student groups place external whistleblowing reaction at the lowest grade, which 
implicates that, in spite of generally positive attitudes towards both whistleblowing as a phenomenon and in-
dividual whistleblowers, they show low intention to “blow the whistle outside the organization”, but also less 
propensity to react internally in their own organization. Once again, this affinity can be a result of specific cul-
tural socialization and past experiences that blowing the whistle does not pay off and the whistleblowers atone 
for their actions, although being both ethically and legally justified. 

Such results can be partially explained by specific personality by management students population where is 
to find some higher Machiavellianism e.g. on Croatian sample (Bogdanović and Cingula, 2015), and also 
researchers from Aarhus University (Denmark) found that students of economics and management have per-
sonalities with higher drive for social domination and power (index.hr, 03.05.2017. according Independent). 

So higher Machiavellianism can be expected to be found in economics and management student population 
through the European area. Namely it is found that high Machs are expected to be less likely to report wrongdo-
ing (Dalton and Rath, 2013). According those researcher on 116 MBA students they found that Machiavellian-
ism is negatively related to whistleblowing.

Answer on the second whistleblowing problem

The second question of the research is concerned about the students’ attitude towards whistleblowing, whistle-
blowers and potential whistleblowers’ reaction with regard to gender. The analysis is carried through finding 
the statistical differences in all the variables between male and female subjects, that is by performing ANOVA 
(analysis of variance). Table 7 provides the results of the ANOVA test for both interviewed samples, Slovakian 
and Croatian students.
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Table 7. Statistical differences in different whistleblowing attitudes with regard to gender  
(0-female; 1-male) ANOVA of Slovakian and Croatian students

Slovakian sample Croatian sample
Variable F p-value F p-value

One .037 .848 .013 .911
Two .360 .549 .274 .602
Three .007 .931 .104 .747
Four .204 .652 1.189 .278
Five .082 .775 1.160 .284
Six .820 .366 .105 .747
Seven .075 .784 .481 .490
Eight .067 .796 1.052 .307
Nine 1.646 .201 .688 .408
Ten .347 .556 1.241 .267
Eleven .420 .518 2.959 .088
Twelve .128 .721 8.367 .005
Thirteen .047 .828 10.530 .002
Whistleblowers’ attitude .086 .770 .102 .750
Whistleblowing attitude .011 .915 1.378 .243
Total attitude .062 .804 .635 .427
Reaction external .948 .332 .859 .356
Reaction internal .050 .824 8.280 .005
Total reaction .572 .451 6.830 .010

Source: Research results. Comment: Significant statistical differences are bolded.

The presented results suggest that that statistically significant differences between male and female Slovakian 
interviewees do not exist in any of the inspected variables. These results reveal that Slovakian student popula-
tion does not embrace the traditional differences between men and women and their role in business life, which 
includes attitudes to whistleblowing, whistleblowers and potential reactions in such a situation. On contrary, 
Croatian students have demonstrated four statistically significant differences (p ≤ 0.01) between male and fe-
male interviewees:

(1) Statistically significant difference was identified between female and male participants in question  
  twelve (“I will report to top management or to general management”), where female interviewees  
  (M=3.54, s=1.11) exhibited greater proneness to report to general management (M=2.84, s=1.44).

(2)  In question 13 (“I will report firstly to my direct supervisor”), female students (M=3.63, s=1.16) were  
  more likely to report to the direct supervisor than their male colleagues (M=2.84, s=1.40).

(3)  Another statistically significant difference was found in the variable of internal whistleblowing reac- 
  tion, as female interviewees (M=3.56, s=0.80) are more likely to internally report (on any of the four  
  ways described in the questionnaire under items 10-13) than male participants (M=3.02, s=1.09).

(4)  Statistically significant difference was also found in total whistleblowing reaction between male and  
  female participants, as female interviewees (M=3.38, s=0.65) have shown to be more likely to express  
  any whistleblowing reaction than male interviewees (M=3.03, s=0.59).

These differences reveal that female students in Croatia have more confidence in the management on all levels, 
and are also more likely to blow the whistle. This could potentially express a substantial distinction in Croatian 
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cultural factors compared to Slovakian, where no such differences between the genders were proved, because 
one explanation for the Croatian students’ results could emerge from greater social consequences of whistle-
blowing in perceptions of male interviewees as they are expected to provide for their families, which could be 
jeopardized by losing job in case of whistleblowing.

Answer on the third whistleblowing problem

The third research problem focuses on the differences in attitudes to whistleblowing, whistleblowers and po-
tential whistleblowers’ reaction between students with regard to organizational membership. As well as the 
previous problem, this is also realized through ANOVA testing. The results are presented in table 8.

Table 8. Statistical differences in different whistleblowing attitudes with regard to organizational  
membership (0-No; 1-Yes)/ANOVA of Slovakian and Croatian students

Slovakian sample Croatian sample
Variable F p-value F p-value

One .533 .466 .049 .825
Two 2.204 .140 2.863 .093
Three .294 .589 5.598 .020
Four .186 .667 .206 .650
Five 1.830 .178 2.017 .158
Six .055 .815 3.415 .067
Seven .749 .388 5.448 .021
Eight 1.452 .230 .031 .862
Nine .610 .436 .111 .740
Ten .042 .838 1.414 .237
Eleven 2.273 .134 1.077 .302
Twelve .105 .746 1.115 .293
Thirteen .070 .792 .398 .529
Whistleblowers’ attitude 1.339 .249 2.774 .098
Whistleblowing attitude .905 .343 .922 .339
Total attitude 1.555 .214 2.368 .126
Reaction external .298 .586 1.149 .286
Reaction internal .337 .562 .256 .614
Total reaction .000 .987 .086 .769

Source: Research results. Comment: Significant statistical differences are bolded.

The results of the analysis on Slovakian sample show there are no statistically significant differences between 
students who work beyond study, and those who do not, in any of the tested variables. These conclusions sug-
gest that organizational membership does not alter the perception towards whistleblowing, whistleblowers nor 
the potential whistleblowers’ reaction of the interviewed students.

However, on Croatian student sample, two statistically significant (p<0.05) and one borderline (p=0.067) dif-
ferences have been noticed:

(1) Statistically significant difference was found in question 3 (“Whistleblowers are good for public inte- 
  rest”) between participants regarding organizational membership, as those who were members of an  
  organization (M=3.94, s=0.96) were more likely to believe whistleblowing is good for the society com- 
  pared to those who had no work experience (M=3.49, s=1.08), where p<0,05. This implies work expe- 
  rience makes a difference in perception of impact of whistleblowing on social interest and well-being.
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(2)  Another statistically significant difference was identified between the interviewees who were and those  
  who weren’t organizational members in question 7 (“I will report to the authority outside the organi- 
  zation”). The results suggest that organizational participants (M=3.54, s=1.00) are more likely to whis- 
  tle outside the organization than the interviewees with no work experience (M=3.12, s=0.97) where  
  p<0,05. This is possible so because organizations where students are working do not allow/have nega- 
  tive attitude on internal whistleblowing, or simply there is missing ethical leadership and co-worker  
  ethical behaviour. Namely, when supervisory ethical leadership and co-worker ethical behaviour are  
  both low the level of reporting should be lowest because multiple social actors are communicating that  
  being ethical is less important (Mayer at al, 2013, 90). Because “non working” students have no such  
  organizational experience, those differences becomes obvious.

(3)  Statistical significance of the difference between interviewees who were organizational members com- 
  pared to those who were not was defined as borderline (p=0,067) in question 6 (“I will use the informa- 
  tion channels outside the organization”). It implies that organizational interviewees (M=3.35, s=1.12) 
  are more likely to whistle from the outside information channels than their no work experience coun- 
  terparts (M=3.00, s=0.94). Those results and difference can be explained in the same manner as in point (2).

These differences help us in conclusion that being part of an organization makes the Croatian individuals more 
aware about the social usefulness of whistleblowing and prone to use external information sources to blow the 
whistle.

4. Comparison of Croatian and Slovakian students’ attitude to whistleblowing

Comparison of general remarks on basic descriptive results for all the items

In the following section, the results of the earlier described research conducted by Bogdanović and Tyll (2016), 
on a sample of 121 students of management on University of Split, Croatia, will be statistically compared to the 
study on Slovakian students which was also presented above in the paper and descriptively explained.

While Croatian students demonstrated almost the same positive attitudes towards both whistleblowing (M=3,75) 
as a phenomenon and individual whistleblowers (M=3,79), Slovakian students were only positive regarding 
whistleblowing in general (M=3,71), while neutral to whistleblowers (M=3,44). This could lead to a conclu-
sion that Croatian students have more developed sense of morality and duty to act ethically, but of course this 
should be tested.

Attitude to potential reaction on whistleblowing situation inside the organization is dominantly neutral in both 
the Slovakian and Croatian interviewees (M=3,15 vs. M=3,40). On the other hand, external reaction attitude 
is between neutral and negative in Slovakian sample (M=2,66), while neutral in Croatian students (M=3,16). 
These results could possibly suggest that the climate around public whistleblowing, as well as consequences for 
the whistleblowers, has been more serious and negative in Slovakia, so the students would hesitate to inform 
the general public and the media.

Comparison of attitudes to whistleblowers, whistleblowing, and potential whistleblowers reaction between 
Slovak and Croatian sample

To determine whether there are significant differences in the two student samples, a simple t-test was used to 
inspect existence of statistically significant differences in means of the two groups. Variables chosen for the 
comparison were summary variables – attitude to whistleblowers, attitude toward whistleblowing and total at-
titude, as well as potential internal, external and total whistleblowers’ reaction. The values of these parameters 
for both Slovakian and Croatian student sample, and the results of the test, are shown in table 9:
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Table 9. Results of two-sample t-test for equal means on Slovakian and Croatian student sample

Slovakian students Croatian students t-test

Variable Mean Std. devia-
tion Mean Std. devia-

tion t p

Total attitude 3.55 0.72 3.77 0.75 -2.504 .013
Total reaction 2.91 0.70 3.28 0.69 -4,476 .000
Attitude to whistleblowers 3.44 0.80 3.75 0.78 -3.302 .001
Attitude to whistleblowing 3.71 0.90 3.79 0.95 -0.723 .471
External reaction 2.66 0.89 3.16 0.85 4.843 .000
Internal reaction 3.15 0.88 3.40 0.98 2.234 .026

Source: Research results. Comment: Significant statistical differences are bolded.

The results of the two-sample t-test suggest existence of five statistically significant differences between Slo-
vakian and Croatian student groups:

(1)  Croatian students (M=3.77, s=0.75) have generally more positive attitude toward whistleblowing and  
  whistleblowers than their Slovakian colleagues (M=3.55, s=0.72), p<0,05.

(2)  Croatian students (M=3.28, s=0.69) are substantially more likely to react, either internally or exter- 
  nally, in a whistleblowing situation than the Slovakian students (M=2.91, s=0.70), p<0,01.

(3)  Croatian interviewees have shown more positive attitude (M=3.75, s=0.78) toward individual whistle- 
  blowers than the Slovakian ones (M=3.44, s=0.80), p<0,01.

(4)  Potential reaction outside of the organization is significantly more likely to happen in case a Croatian  
  participant were to be in a whistleblowing situation (M=3.16, s=0.85) than in case of their Slovakian  
  counterparts (M=2.66, s=0.89), p<0,05.

(5)  Croatian participants have also been found more likely to act inside of their organization if they were  
  in a position to blow the whistle.

Possible causes and explanations for the identified statistically significant differences have been elaborated 
in the above part of the paper which focuses on general remarks and summary attitudes to whistleblowing, 
whistleblowing and potential reaction of Slovakian and Croatian students’ samples.

5. General discussion and research limitations

The most common way of interpreting the differences in attitudes of the two interviewed student samples 
would be identifying them as mainly cultural. Two most widely studied types of cultural orientation are indi-
vidualism and collectivism, which are characterized by how much a person stresses his or her own goals, or the 
goals of his or her group (Triandis, 1995 according to Park et al. 2008). According to the research of Dhamija 
and Rai, 2017, on 237 MBA students in India it is found that collectivism is positively related with internal 
whistleblowing intention. These two dimensions’ influence on whistleblowing can be seen through general col-
lectivist cultures’ disapproval of whistleblowing, since it disrupts the unity of an organization (Brody, Coulter 
and Mihalek, 1998 according Park et al., 2008). In other words, variability in cultural norms which emphasizes 
or de-emphasizes loyalty affects the likelihood of whistleblowing (Park et al., 2008).

The results of the research would thus suggest that the Slovakian business community has stronger collectivism 
than Croatian, which would explain their less positive attitude towards whistleblowers and more positive at-
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titude towards whistleblowing. However, this is contrary to statistically indifferent attitudes to whistleblowing 
as a phenomenon, which is virtually the same in the both student groups. This leads us to a conclusion that the 
differences in the attitudes towards whistleblowers, as well as potential internal, external and total reactions are 
not caused by diverse degrees of collectivism, but principally as an effect of the consequences and bad experi-
ences of the individual whistleblowers in the publicly-known whistleblowing cases. 

This research showed that even students are not quite free from the social fear of doing whistleblowing, but 
such freedom of future employee’s and executives is very important for future organization and management 
development. Whistleblowers gives clear signal about the credibility of ethical declaration in organization 
(Hansmann, 2017), that potentially unethical behavior exist, and potentially unethical behavior of company 
management (today students, tomorrow executives) leads to the degradation of the ethical behavior of em-
ployees and whole organization. Therefore is important to know what future employees feel about the ethical 
phenomenon of whistleblowing and whistleblowers and potential ways of reporting. 

Use of whistleblowing is important ethical organizational management tool - i.e. one of the most important 
tools for making disclosures and preventing fraudulent and corruptive practices in public administration and in 
public and private companies. If employees are not afraid to report potential fears and problems, if organization 
does not tolerate any kind of retaliatory measures against anyone who in good faith reports an alleged breach 
of obligations or provides any information in relation to an investigation of an alleged breach, and if organiza-
tion will investigate and punish all potentially measures taken against anyone who reports incorrect behavior 
(i.e. against whistleblowers), than we can have full benefit of whistleblowing activity (Caha and Urban, 2017). 
Because humans are valuable assets (humans has infinite value, and their potential is limitless) it is important 
to treat them with care and dignity (Sikula, 1996, p. 60), whistleblowers are here no exemptions. Therefore if 
whistleblowers are seen as a valuable element of internal organizational self-control and treated as engaged 
employees who can secure valuable information and solutions for managerial problems, they could improve 
both their organization and management. 

The strength of the results of the conducted research have methodological limitations, as the students who 
were chosen as participants may not be representative of the population of the two countries. Another restraint 
emerges from the self-reported questionnaires which, although anonymous, allow to students to present their 
attitudes and reactions rather how they would like them to be perceived by the others than how they really are. 

6. Conclusion

The objective of the research was to measure the attitudes and potential reaction in whistleblowing scenarios 
of Croatian and Slovakian management students, who represent the future executive population, as well as 
comparative analysis of the two student samples.

Attitudes towards both whistleblowing as a phenomenon and individual whistleblowers are generally posi-
tive in both Slovakian and Croatian participants, with Croatian students’ attitudes to whistleblowers has been 
statistically proven to be significantly more positive. Nonetheless, Croatian students have expressed virtually 
no differences in their attitudes to whistleblowing as a phenomenon and individual whistleblowers, while their 
Slovakian colleagues are considerably fonder towards general whistleblowing than the persons who blew the 
whistle. Potential reason for such result could be that Slovakian participants witnessed bad consequences for 
the individuals who took part in public whistleblowing affairs and the negative impact it had on the lives of the 
whistleblowers in question caused fear.

Croatian interviewees have also shown to be significantly more prone to react in a whistleblowing situation – 
both inside the organization and externally via media. These results suggest that the sense of moral duty to blow 
the whistle, as well as less fear of the potential consequences, is stronger in Croatian students due to cultural 
differences and moral assets.
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The research has shown that both Slovakian and Croatian management students as future executives and lead-
ers value whistleblowing as a positive phenomenon and have general propensity to react if they were to find 
themselves in such a situation. These remarks, in spite of negative experiences and consequences of individuals 
in famous public whistleblowing cases, imply that whistleblowing cannot be stopped by repressive manage-
ment methods of punishing whistleblowers. The righteous course of action should be creating a climate in 
which wrongdoing would be strongly resented and whistleblowers would be deemed as valuable and engaged 
employees who help in solving managerial problems of the organization. Also it is to propose the creation of 
supervisory ethical leadership and ethical coworkers (by means of socialization) which would send consistent 
message supporting ethical behavior and of course internal reporting. This way, organizations could benefit 
from the fact that most of the whistleblowers are prone to active engagement in correcting wrongdoing, and 
thus adding more value to their home organizations.
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APPENDIX

TOTAL - 13 items

Attitudes towards whistleblowers
1.  Whistleblowers prevent greater damage to the organization.
2.  Whistleblowers are the corruption control.
3.  Whistleblowers are good for public interest.

Attitudes towards whistleblowing (ethical correctness)
4.  To blow the whistle is the moral duty of every employee.
5.  To blow the whistle is morally correct.

Whistleblowers’ reaction – outside the organization (external)
6.  I will use the information channels outside the organization.
7.  I will report to the authority outside the organization.
8.  I will report to NGOs (non-governmental organizations).
9.  I will report to public using mass media.

Whistleblowers’ reaction – inside the organization (internal)
10.  I will report the person of my trust in the organization.
11.  I will use internal organizational e-mail to report.
12.  I will report to the top management or general management.
13.  I will report to my direct supervisor.


