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“We have a deep set of defence

mechanisms that make us careful

around people in authority positions.

That is why the information you’re

getting from people multiple levels

below you in the James Detert

organisation is likely to be filtered.”

However, he continued that you need

this feedback because: "They are better

in touch with customers and

stakeholders, and they understand

problems and possibilities - what works,

and what doesn't better than you."

Many organisations have Speaking Up policies, but have never
stepped back to consider why people might not already be
speaking up.

GETTING SPEAKING UP RIGHT 

We have compiled this Guide based on feedback from many
organisations over the years. The feedback has often come
while helping organisations build their own Speaking Up
processes, and improving their employee engagement. 

We hope you find these ideas useful. If you have any
suggestions, we’d love to hear your thoughts .

JAMES DETERT,
PROFESSOR IN
TRANSPARENT

COMMUNICATION IN
THE WORKPLACE -

CORNELL’S JOHNSON
GRADUATE SCHOOL

OF MANAGEMENT

https://www.workinconfidence.com/contact-us/


At the heart of any policy and system around Speaking Up should be
a few core principles. 

THE FOUNDATIONS

Trust
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If ever you break trust, you are likely to permanently undermine any speak-up
procedure or system. Not only is it wrong, but it is also self-defeating.

Clearly define what the rules on confidentiality and/or anonymity are, and
observe these without fail.

Make it clear where responsibilities lie — and stick to them. Failing to do so
can fatally undermine trust in your speak-up process. For example, in 2025
the energy company Drax was accused of exposing the identity of a
whistleblower during an internal “grievance-style” investigation — completely
undermining the confidentiality that the employee believed she was
promised. Equally, a senior civil servant at the FCDO recently won an unfair
dismissal claim after speaking out, demonstrating that even high-ranking
staff can be seriously let down if their reporting isn’t handled properly.
Meanwhile, overall whistleblowing claims in UK tribunals have surged by
nearly 92% between 2015 and 2023 — as concern intensifies about
confidentiality, retaliation and fairness.

Be clear about the “Ground Rules” of any speaking up process. What will be
done with the information, who will it be shared with, how will it be used? If
there is ever any doubt, err on the side of caution.

Recognise that for some, anonymity has a place in enabling conversations.

In this Guide we explore these four key pillars in more detail. 
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Any Speaking Up procedures are only as good as the publicity they receive. It is key that
staff are aware of how to access any speak up system. As part of this, it is important to
remember that a problem can occur at any time during the year – not just after an initial
burst of publicity. Maintaining that awareness is key.

Possible means of publicising include: 
links from your intranet to guidelines / any system 
inclusion in your onboarding process 
introductory and periodic emails 
posters in staff areas 
inclusion in staff handbook (if it is something people read and is updated as needed)

However, you choose to publicise your procedures, don’t just put a procedure in place,
then forget about it, embed it into your company culture.

AWARENESS



CONNECTION
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Feedback: If it will take some time to get to the bottom of things, keep the individual
appraised of progress. Even if an update says you are still gathering information or
looking into things, it’s important to update people. You may know that you are dealing
with things as quickly as you can, but your member of staff needs to be kept up to
date and managed. 

Remember, to have got this far must mean it’s an issue that has been of major
concern to the person raising it, and has been playing on their minds, possibly for
quite some time. So as well as being proactive, make sure the person raising the
problem knows this. 

At some stage during the process, you may need to discuss with the person raising the
concern how widely you can share details. But, again, establishing a rapport and a
clear understanding of the ground rules will be the key to a successful outcome. 

Whoever contacts you may be anxious, frustrated or worried (for themselves or
others). This could cause them to appear reticent or have a myriad of other reactions.
Part of your function is to be able to accommodate this. 

Remember too that what someone says, and what you hear can at times lose
something in the exchange. As before, be willing to give people the benefit of the
doubt. Likewise, you may have to give someone time to open up. 

Different people can use language in different ways (and be responsive to different
styles). Being responsible for empowering speaking up may need you to work hard at
accommodating these differences. 

Many people raising concerns could have a number of fears. As well as concerns
about the underlying issue, which could itself involve aspects like patient safety, there
may be concerns such as, “How will this affect my job?” “How will this affect my
relationship with colleagues?”



ACTION
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Learn from feedback: After fears that there will be repercussions for raising problems,
one of the most significant inhibitors to staff raising concerns is a feeling that nothing
will be done as a result. Make sure that your organisation takes the opportunity to
learn from concerns or problems raised and is visibly seen to do so. 

Make sure you capture and share learning with management: Ensuring that you
capture appropriate information, follow it through, and report back to all relevant
parties (within the bounds of confidentiality) is integral to successful outcomes. As
part of the follow-up process, step back and consider where the issue raised has wider
consequences or application. 

Demonstrate You Are Learning: Within the constraints of any confidentiality, make
sure learnings and the benefits brought by them are shared and celebrated. Not only
will this have a positive impact on whoever has raised the initial concern, but you
should find there is a ripple effect in the organisation. Make being a “Listening and
Learning” organisation part of your fabric

Ensure You Understand: Make sure you have a means of understanding whether staff
are aware of your speaking up procedures, trust them, and feel your organisation
wants people to speak up and is learning from this. Don’t leave it for a check-in via the
annual survey – do it often and effectively.



THINGS TO AVOID
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We regularly contact and speak with Freedom to Speak Up Guardians and Speaking Up
Champions in organisations. We thought we would share some of our thoughts on things to
avoid when cultivating a successful speaking up process. 

In this section, we refer to the "Speaking Up Champion", which means the person or persons
responsible for receiving calls from staff members with concerns. They may be referred to
differently in your organisation. 

In the NHS, they are known as "Freedom to Speak Up Guardians".

Staff Not Knowing Who the Right Person to Contact is 
It’s important that staff know who the correct person to contact is and what their role is. We
have been surprised at the number of organisations we have contacted, opening the
conversation with, “Hello could I speak with Jo Bloggs” or “Hello could I speak to the speaking
up champion” and been met with the response - “Sorry who is that and what do they do?” 

Voicemail – No Name Given 
Often, we have been put through to a voicemail that does not say whose it is, or whether it
will and can only be collected by a particular named person. Having no identification on the
voicemail, and no reassurance about who will collect messages should be fixed immediately.

Voicemail – Shared 
On some occasions, we have been put through to a shared voicemail – “Hi, this phone is
shared by and ...” We suggest that if a number is being given for someone to receive
speaking up concerns, it should only be accessible by that person.

Voicemail – Name on the Answer Message is Not that of the Speaking Up Champion
Another common problem is reaching the voicemail, and finding the name given on the
voicemail is different from the person we were told we were being put through to. Again, if we
are looking at instilling confidence in people, such discrepancies are bound to give
immediate concerns.



THINGS TO AVOID
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Messages on the Answering Machine 
We are not desperately keen on leaving a message on an answering machine as an
option, but if you must, make sure it is clear:

who the message box belongs to 
that they and only they will collect messages and
that they are password protected. 

The Unrequested Call Back 
A couple of times with organisations, we have called and left no name or number and
had a call back from the Speaking Up Champion. The call goes something like this:

"Hi, I have a missed call from you, so I was calling back." 
Us: "Who is that?"
Caller: "The Speaking Up Champion from ABC" 

We thoroughly applaud diligence, and particularly in this job. It is fantastic to see
people eager to ensure no person is left unable to raise a concern or problem.
However, suppose we had been a whistleblower. We have possibly taken time out to
call from outside the work environment; then the phone rings while we are back in our
work environment… That may not be a conversation we want in front of colleagues –
possibly in front of the person about whom the conversation relates, or our boss (or
maybe the two rolled together)! 

The Ring Out 
On a couple of occasions, we have tried a number over a dozen times with no answer.
While with an individual's phone line, you cannot guarantee the person will always be
there. If we were looking for support, help or a confidential conversation, by the stage
of the tenth call we may have given up.



You have read this far, so it's clear you care about establishing
and maintaining a successful Speaking Up process.

By keeping these four key principles: Trust; Awareness;
Connection; and Action at the centre of what you do, and by
remaining aware of things to avoid, your process is much more
likely to succeed. 

Try a free demo of WorkInConfidence Employee Engagement
Solutions today! 

Call us on 0114 3049648 or email help@workinconfidence.com. 

The WorkInConfidence online platform is cloud-based and easy to
use on PC, mobile or tablet. We are quick and easy to get started
with, trusted by your people, insightful for your management, and
proven by our extensive user base.
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Conclusion

https://www.workinconfidence.com/
https://www.workinconfidence.com/
https://www.workinconfidence.com/measuring-the-success-of-employee-engagement/


Employee Voice Psychological Safety Leadership Insights

Creating trusted channels for
authentic communication

Building environments where
everyone feels safe to

 speak up

Providing actionable data for
informed decision making

leading to improved culture
and organisational

performance.

Anonymous Two-Way Speak Up Open Case Logging Case Management

Removing fear and worry for the
nervous or reticent to Speak Up
about bullying and harassment,

DEI, wellness 
or ideation. 

People who are comfortable
with being identified can log

cases openly. 

All cases  (whether received
via the platform or directly)

can be easily stored, shared, 
and tracked. 

Clear Central Reporting & 
Actionable Insights

Employee Forums Surveys

Spot patterns, emerging risks,
and identify opportunities for
improvement. Provide clear

reporting to the Senior
Leadership Team, regulators, or

the Board. 

Enable open discussions to
learn and improve.

Gather feedback through
pulse, mini or long surveys.

Discover and learn from
employee viewpoints. 

About Us
At WorkInConfidence, our mission is to empower organisations to build healthier,
safer, more engaged and productive workplaces. Our platform gives every
employee a voice within an environment of psychological safety. 

WorkInConfidence is used across over 100 organisations (c. 200k staff) in the private, public and not for
profit sectors. We have a decade of experience delivering a highly secure, easy to use system.
WorkInConfidence is registered with the ICO for data protection purposes and is IASME and Cyber
Essentials Plus certified. 

One Comprehensive Solution Via One Unified Online Platform

Corporate & Contacts
Contact: help@workinconfidence.com. Tel: +44(0)114 3049648.

Corporate: WorkInConfidence Limited is a Company registered in England and Wales with
registered number 08255296 and UK Data Protection registration Z3403582. 
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