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Abstract

Lernout & Hauspie (2001), Volkswagen Dieselgate (2015), Wells Fargo (2016) and Theranos (2018). These are only the tip of a large iceberg representing
the vast amount of organizations experiencing occupational wrongdoing. Such wrongdoing, whereby employees misuse their position for personal gain,
costs organizations annually more than five trillion USD. The damage caused by such wrongdoing extends far beyond the economic harm caused to the
organization, and includes harm to customers (Wells Fargo), the environment (Volkswagen Dieselgate) and public health (Theranos). While organizations
rely on internal controls to detect and prevent such wrongdoing, even the most sophisticated systems are not bulletproof. In fact, all of the previously
mentioned scandals were revealed by employee whistleblowers. Whistleblowing programs, which aim to elicit high-quality information which can help
in the detection of wrongdoing, have therefore gained significant attention over the past two decades. Designing effective whistleblowing programs is,
however, easier said than done. One problem is that, while the value whistleblowing generates for society as a whole can be enormous, the personal
costs of blowing the whistle, which range from fear of retaliation to damaged reputation and economic costs, far outweigh the personal benefits for the
whistleblower. As a result, employees blow the whistle far less often than is desirable from a societal point of view. In this dissertation, | evaluate how
different design choices can make internal whistleblowing programs more effective as a dual-purpose control which aims to both encourage
whistleblowing ex post, and discourage occupational wrongdoing ex ante.

Addressing some critical hurdles faced in reaching this dual-purpose objective, | investigate across three studies how internal whistleblowing program
design affects employees’ behavior, both meritless (Chapter 2) and meritorious (Chapter 3) whistleblowing, and wrongdoing behavior (Chapter 4). In
Chapter 2, 1 add to the debate on the desirability of financial whistleblowing incentives, examining how rewards for accurate and penalties for inaccurate
whistleblowing impact whether employees engage in meritless whistleblowing. Meritless whistleblowing refers to whistleblowing without sufficient
grounds. Despite widespread criticism that incentives may reduce tip quality, there is little empirical evidence to support this claim. Contrary to this
claim, using an online experiment, | show that both rewards for accurate whistleblowing and penalties for inaccurate whistleblowing can reduce
meritless whistleblowing, thereby benefiting overall tip quality. Importantly, | find that the effectiveness of these incentives depends on how the
whistleblowing program is framed. When the program emphasizes growth and improvement, rewards work best. When it emphasizes protection and
compliance, penalties are more effective.

In Chapter 3, | shift my focus to the interaction between whistleblowing programs and the broader internal control system. Specifically, in this chapter,
| examine how financial whistleblowing incentives influence meritorious whistleblowing contingent on the presence of other detective controls, such as
systematic audits. Meritorious whistleblowing refers to reports that are well-founded, meaning they are supported by strong underlying evidence and
actually result in the exposure of wrongdoing. Using a repeated-interaction experiment, | find that rewards increase whistleblowing, both when detective
controls are absent and present. Moreover, | find that adding penalties for inaccurate whistleblowing decreases whistleblowing more strongly when
other detective controls are absent than present. This highlights that the effectiveness of whistleblowing programs is strengthened when they are
embedded within, rather than isolated from, the broader internal control system.

In Chapter 4, | examine how internal whistleblowing program design influences employees' ex-ante wrongdoing behavior. Concerns are being raised
that many internal whistleblowing programs exist in form, rather than substance, which limits their deterrent potential. Challenging the widely held
belief that anonymous whistleblowing channels are always beneficial, | propose that anonymity may reduce the perceived risk of being caught for
potential wrongdoers, thereby increasing occupational wrongdoing. Results from a participative budgeting experiment support this prediction,
specifically, | find that misreporting is significantly lower when the internal investigator is perceived as more objective, but only when the whistleblowing
channel is non-anonymous, not when it is anonymous. This highlights that design choices advocated as best practices for encouraging whistleblowing
ex post may thus have unintended consequences by increasing wrongdoing ex ante.

Chapter 5 offers overall takeaways and identifies limitations and avenues for future research, while Chapter 6 concludes by translating these findings
into practical guidelines for organizations seeking to design more effective internal whistleblowing programs.
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Dwight Waeye (°1999, Waregem) holds a Master of Science in Business Economics, with a major in Accountancy (2021, Ghent University). Dwight joined
the Department of Accounting, Corporate Finance and Taxation of Ghent University as a PhD Candidate in September 2021. His PhD dissertation focuses
on internal whistleblowing programs and includes three research papers. In addition, Dwight has co-authored several (working) papers, including one
published in Accountancy & Bedrijfskunde. He has presented his research at numerous international conferences, including the AAA Management
Accounting Section Midyear Meeting (Orlando, 2024; Nashville, 2026), the AAA Accounting Behavior and Organizations Section (Montreal, 2024), the New
Directions in Management Accounting Conference (Milan, 2024), the European Network on Experimental Accounting Research Conference (2024,
Rotterdam), and the EAA Annual Congress (Helsinki, 2023; Bucharest, 2024). Dwight's dissertation and the specific chapters have benefited from multiple
sources of funding, including the Special Research Fund (BOF) of Ghent University, a four-year scholarship from the Foundation for Scientific Research
(FW0) - Flanders and the Institute of Management Accountants’ Doctoral Scholars Program. From August to November 2024, Dwight was a visiting
scholar at Gies College of Business of the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. From August 2026 onwards, Dwight will join BDO as a consultant in
the Audit & Assurance division.
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