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SGX-listed firms not doing enough
on whistle-blowing policies: NUS

It finds that less than half of primary-listed issuers say
that all whistle-blowing complaints are even reviewed

By Ranamita Chakraborty
ranamitac@sph.com.sg

SINGAPORE-LISTED companies are
not doing nearly enough when it
comes to whistle-blowing policies,
according to a study by the Centre
for Investor Protection (CIP) at NUS
Business School. For example, less
than half of primary-listed issuers
said that all whistle-blowing com-
plaints are even reviewed. And
most did not specify how they
would safeguard whistle-blowers’
identities.

Thereis “significant room forim-
provement for most issuers, both
on the mainboard and Catalist, re-
gardless of size,” said Professor Mak
Yuen Teen, director of CIP, at the
launch of the report on Thursday
(Feb 27).

The CIP report, which was the
first-everin-depth study on whistle-
blowing policies here, reviewed dis-
closures from 536 SGX primary-list-
ed issuers in annual and sustaina-
bility reports for FY2023 and
FY2024 as well as corporate web-
sites. Policies were assessed against
Singapore Exchange (SGX) listing re-
quirements and industry best prac-
tices.

While all issuers complied with
Singapore Exchange Regulation’s
(SGX RegCo) mandate to disclose
whistle-blowing policies, Mak not-
ed that details on compliance with
specific requirements - such as in-
dependentinvestigations and whis-
tle-blower protections — were often
lacking.

The study identified key gaps,
raising concerns about whistle-
blower policy effectiveness in en-
suring good corporate governance.
Its findings come amid governance
lapses at City Developments and
Singapore Post, which recently dis-
missed three C-suite executives
over alleged negligence in the han-
dling ofawhistle-blower complaint.

“Many corporate scandals could
have been prevented if organisa-
tions have in place robust and rigor-
ous whistle-blowing policies that
foster trust among employees and
other stakeholders,” said Mak.

However, the study found that “a
significant number of policies are
poorly designed” and are “unlikely
to build necessary confidence for
effective whistle-blowing”, he add-
ed.

Beyond formal compliance, Mak
emphasised the need for a strong

corporate culture, effective board
oversight, and introducing legisla-
tion to protect whistle-blowers.

Fellow CIP member and NUS
Business School (Department of Ac-
counting) Associate Professor Su-
san See Tho added that potential
whistle-blowers assess not just pol-
icy effectiveness but also leader-
ship’s commitment to confidential-
ity and protection.

“‘Any ineffectiveness in the poli-
cyor theleadership, evenif they are
perceived, would lead individuals
away from the act of whistle-blow-
ing and this could mean missed op-
portunities for preventing corpo-
rate disasters,” she said. To assess
the adoption of good whistle-blow-
ing practices, CIP developed a 20-
item scorecard evaluating key poli-
cies, such as reviewing all com-
plaints and providing whistle-blow-
ing training.

With a maximum possible score
of 40, CIP’sfindings indicated anav-
erage score of 20.6. Only 54.7 per
cent of issuers scored 20 or higher,
while fewer than 10 per cent exceed-
ed 30-highlighting significantgaps
in whistle-blowing policies. The
lack of designated independent in-
vestigation functions emerged as a
major concern, with Mak noting
that disclosure levels are generally
low with true independence re-
maining questionable, especially if

the investigation function reports
to the CFO or CEO.

Protecting the confidentiality of
whistle-blowers was also found to
be poor. While 85.1 per cent of is-
suers committed to safeguarding
whistle-blowers’ identities, most
failed to specify how. Another 6.2
per cent made no mention of confi-
dentiality.

Mak noted that some companies
ensured anonymity through ran-
domly generated IDs and pass-
word-protected reports, but need-
ed to follow through on commit-
ments and address whistle-blow-
ers’ common fear of retaliation.

Oversight was another weak
spot. While 69 per cent of issuers
stated that their audit committees
oversee whistle-blowing, they did
not explain how this was conduct-
ed. Another19.8 percent only made
generic references to Provision 10.1
of the Code of Corporate Gover-
nance, which outlines the duty of
the audit committee to review the
policy and arrangements for whis-
tle-blowing.

Complaint management was
similarly weak. Only 42 per cent of
issuers confirmed that all com-
plaints are reviewed — mostly by au-
dit committees. Just 28 per cent
committed to investigating all com-
plaints, while 31 per centonly inves-
tigated some. Moreover, 80 per cent
did not disclose whether they ac-
knowledge complaints, potentially
discouraging whistleblowers.

Among the Straits Times Index
issuers, 20 - including Singapore’s
three local banks DBS, OCBC and
UOB, as well as SGX itself — did not
clearly disclose the number of whis-
tle-blowing reports received. Sing-
tel stood out as the most transpar-
ent, providing detailed disclosures
on complaint numbers, nature, ma-
jor markets, reporting channels,
and substantiation.
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