
2019 Ethics & Compliance Hotline 
Benchmark Report

Benchmark Your Hotline and Incident Management Program 



PREPARED BY:

Carrie Penman, Lead Author
Chief Compliance Officer and Senior Vice President, NAVEX Global

Raina Hathorne, Co-Author
Manager, Product Marketing, NAVEX Global



NAVEX Global | Protecting Your People, Reputation and Bottom Line 

2019 Ethics & Compliance Hotline Benchmark Report

1

Contents

Introduction 2

How We Calculate Our Benchmarks 3

Executive Summary 6

Key Findings 

1. Report Volume per 100 Employees  9

2. Report Categories 14

3. Anonymous vs. Named Reporters 21

4. Reporter Follow-Up Rate to Anonymous Reports 22

5. Substantiated Reports 24

6. Case Closure Time 28

7. Reporting Intake Method & Substantiation 32

8. Reports of Retaliation 36

9. Reports of Harassment & Discrimination 38

10. Geographical Data 40

Conclusion 42

About NAVEX Global 43

About the Authors 44



NAVEX Global | Protecting Your People, Reputation and Bottom Line 

2019 Ethics & Compliance Hotline Benchmark Report

2

Introduction 
Good analysis and benchmarking of hotline data 
helps organizations answer crucial questions about 
their ethics and compliance program including:

 △ Does our culture support employees who  
raise concerns?

 △ Are our communications reaching the 
intended audience and having the  
desired effect?

 △ Are our investigations thorough and effective?

 △ Do we need more training?

 △ Do we need to review or update our policies?

 △ Do employees know about our  
reporting channels?

Comparing internal data year-over-year to help 
answer these questions is important. Getting a 
broader perspective on how your performance 
matches up to market and industry norms is critical.

To help, NAVEX Global takes anonymized data 
collected through our hotline and incident 
management systems and creates this report 
every year. Because we have the world’s largest 
and most comprehensive database of reports and 

outcomes, ethics and compliance professionals 
can trust our benchmarks to help guide decision 
making and better understand how their programs 
stack up against broader benchmarks.

For each benchmark provided in this report  
you’ll find:

 △ A description of the benchmark

 △ Instructions on how to calculate  
the benchmark

 △ The 2018 combined data for all industries  
in the NAVEX Global database

 △ Key findings and recommendations  
for organizations

This annual report is an excellent resource for 
organizations committed to benchmarking and 
improving program effectiveness.

NAVEX Global offers custom benchmarking 
reports of this data through GRC Insights.™ The 
GRC Insights reports provide a closer cut of this 
data by industry, company size and more. Visit our 
website or reach out to your account executive to 
learn more about this service. 

NAVEX Global’s comprehensive suite of ethics and compliance software, content and services helps  

organizations protect their people, reputation and bottom line. Trusted by more than 13,000 customers, 

our solutions are informed by the largest ethics and compliance community in the world.  

Trust NAVEX Global’s Ethics & Compliance Solutions
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How We Calculate Our Benchmarks 
For statistical accuracy, our analysis includes only 
those organizations that received 10 or more 
reports in 2018. The resulting database includes 
2,738 customers that received a total of 1,032,953 
individual reports. 

To remove the impact of outliers that might 
skew the overall reporting data, we calculate 
benchmarks for each organization, then identify  
the median (midpoint) across the total population. 
This methodology allows us to create a clearer 
picture of what is happening in our customers’ 
organizations, as well as provide you with 
benchmarking data that is not skewed by 
organization size.

That said, there are no “right” metrics in hotline 
benchmarking data. Where appropriate in this 
report, we provide what we consider to be a 
healthy range of results to provide context for 
your own data. Falling within the “normal” range 
indicates an organization is on par with medians 
for the organizations within our database. Falling 
outside the normal range, in either direction, is  
a good prompt to take a closer look at whether 
there is an issue that needs more attention by  
the organization.
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Executive Summary
This year’s analysis of our data, from 2,738 hotline 
and incident management customers who received 
10 or more reports during 2018, revealed changes  
in several key data points. The 2018 items of  
note are: 

 △ For the first time, we received and analyzed 
over one million individual reports. This 
volume of data analysis and the years of 
trending data our annual reports are built 
upon, speaks to the trust our customers have 
in NAVEX Global and this report. There is not 
a larger or more studied hotline and incident 
management dataset.  

 △ While the median of Reports per  
100 Employees remained consistent  
overall, organizations that track all intake 
methods are managing a record number  
of reports. The 2018 median Reports per  
100 Employees remained steady at the  
2016 and 2017 level of 1.4 reports per  
100 employees. This stagnation is notable, 
and we offer some recommendations in  
this report for consideration. 

However, when we examined reporting 
levels separately for those organizations who 
only track reports received via hotline and 
web versus those organizations that track 
reports from all sources (such as open-door 
conversations or emails), we found a growing 
gap. Organizations tracking hotline and web 
only saw a median of 1.1 reports per 100 
employees while organizations tracking all 
sources saw a median of 2.1 – the highest level 
we have recorded in these reports. This gap 
clearly illustrates that organizations that are  
not gathering reports from other intake 
methods are missing a large percentage of 
the concerns and risks employees could be 
bringing to their attention. 

 △ Reports of harassment and discrimination 
increased. This is the first year we have 
published separated data on levels of 
harassment and discrimination reports.  
For comparison, we looked back in our 
database to identify trends from 2016 to  
2018 and we found that reporting levels 
of both issues have increased.  

Between 2016 and 2018, reports of harassment 
increased by a substantial 18 percent. More 
specifically, between 2017 and 2018 reports 
of harassment increased by 8.5 percent. It is 
important to note that the first high-profile 
harassment case occurred in the fourth quarter 
of 2017. We will continue to watch this trend  
for 2019.

In a separate but consistent finding, the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 
stated in an October 2018 press release that 
charges filed with the agency alleging sexual 
harassment in FY 2018 increased by more than 
12 percent from the previous year. Noting that 
the EEOC fiscal year data includes the fourth 
quarter of 2017, the impact of the #MeToo 
movement is evident in both our data and the 
EEOC’s data.

 △ Follow-ups to anonymous reporting dropped 
to a disappointing level. A follow-up to an 
anonymous report occurs when the reporter 
returns to a submitted case to check for 
questions or case outcomes or to provide 
additional information. Our calculations 
include any case with at least one instance of 
follow-up, whether or not the reporter made 
a change to their report. The median level of 
reports for which this occurred fell from 32 
percent in 2017 to only 20 percent in 2018. 
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We looked deeper into these events to see 
how often the anonymous reporter was adding 
or changing their reports. This could take the 
form of answering an investigator’s question, 
adding a witness’ name, or providing more 
detail in the case notes. We found a median of 
only 10 percent of anonymous reporters took 
the opportunity to update their reports. 

These findings highlight a key opportunity  
for organizations to assess their processes  
for educating employees on the capabilities 
of their reporting programs – especially 
follow-up options for reporters that don’t 
compromise their anonymity.

 △ Case closure time improved to a median  
of 40 days in 2018. The all-time highest case 
closure time was 46 days in 2015. The primary 
driver of this year’s improvement is in the HR, 
Diversity and Workplace Respect category 
which improved from 47 days in 2015 to 39 
days in 2018. While we believe that a median 
of 39 days is still too long – especially for 
HR-related matters – it is notable to see this 
improvement and urge continued focus.

We consider 30 to 32 days to be a best practice 
range for Case Closure Time because cases 
that take too long to address can signal to 
employees that the organization is not taking 
their reports seriously. Lengthy case closure 
times have the potential to result in external 
reporting to regulatory agencies or outside 
counsel and loss of productivity – making it  
an important metric to measure and monitor. 

 △ Program inquiries dropped to an all-time low. 
This year, the percentage of reports that were 
inquiries decreased to 15 percent. Awareness 
of the ability to use the hotline as a helpline 
can give employees permission to call when 
they need advice or assistance, not just to 
report an issue. Tracking these questions 
closely, regardless of intake channel, can 
provide valuable insight into areas where more 
training may be needed, policies should be 
updated, or procedures could be reviewed.

As ethics and compliance programs continue to 
mature, benchmarking should play an important 
role in the assessment of a compliance program’s 
effectiveness and be used to demonstrate return 
on investment. 

As we learned from the George Washington 
University study, Evidence on the Use and Efficacy 
of Internal Whistleblower Systems, there is a 
strong correlation between increased reporting 
volumes and positive business outcomes – from 
increased return on assets to decreased levels of 
litigation.1 Organizations that view their internal 
reporting systems as a strategic advantage rather 
than a requirement will have more opportunity 
to address issues quickly and before they are 
reported externally. 

We hope this data and analysis will assist 
organizations in moving toward the goal of  
taking proactive, rather than reactive, actions  
as they continue to improve their culture of 
integrity and respect.  

1  Stubben, Stephen and Welch, Kyle T., Evidence on the Use and Efficacy  
of Internal Whistleblowing Systems (October 26, 2018). Available at SSRN: 
http://ssrn.com/abstract=3273589

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3273589


Key 
Findings



1. Report Volume per 100 Employees

Overall Reporting Rate 
Remains Consistent
Utilizing the Report Volume per 100 Employees 
benchmark enables organizations of all sizes to 
compare their total number of unique contacts 
from all reporting channels – including web forms, 
hotline, open door, mobile, email, mail and more.
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01A: How Does Your Report Volume Compare to Others?

How Does Your Report Volume Compare to Others?

How to Calculate: Take the total number of 
unique contacts (incident reports, allegations  
and inquiries) from all reporting channels  
received during the period, divide that number  
by the number of employees in your organization 
and multiply it by 100.
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Findings: Over the last nine years, we have seen 
significant growth in this benchmark – a 56 percent 
increase from the 2010 median of 0.9 reports per 
100 employees. However, our median of 1.4 reports 
per 100 employees has remained consistent over 
the last three years. It is interesting to note the 
upper end of the range dropped from 11.0 to 8.4 
reports per 100 employees. While neither of these 
findings are as concerning as a decrease in overall 
reporting volume would be, this stagnation could 
indicate a need to: 

 △ Broaden the scope of reports captured by 
incident management tools. Evaluate intake 
processes to ensure you are tracking all 
possible reports, not just phone and web-
based reports.

 △ Re-engage employees with refreshed training, 
awareness materials or intake tools. If the same 
poster has been up for the last three years,  
now is a good time to change it.

 △ Share an honest desire to hear from  
employees and test the organizational  
culture for a willingness to speak up.

 △ Address fear of retaliation.

As we learned from the George Washington 
University study, Evidence on the Use and Efficacy 
of Internal Whistleblower Systems, there is a 
strong correlation between increased reporting 
volumes and positive business outcomes.2 This 
research has helped answer the age-old question 
– how many reports should we receive? We have 
always known that receiving too few reports is a 
problem. We know now from the research that 
receiving more reports is positive.  

Report Volume per 100 Employees Continued

2  Stubben, Stephen and Welch, Kyle T., Evidence on the Use and Efficacy of Internal Whistleblowing Systems (October 26, 2018).  
Available at SSRN: http://ssrn.com/abstract=3273589

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3273589
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Impact of Using a Unified  
Incident Management System 
on Total Volume of Reports  
Organizations That Only Track Hotline and Web 
Reports Are Still Missing Critical Data 

This benchmark compares the level of reporting 
received by two groups of organizations. The 
first group only tracks reports received from their 

hotline and web reporting channels. The second 
group utilizes their incident management system 
to track reports gathered by other means  (open-
door conversations, email, mail, mobile and more) 
in addition to the reports received via hotline and 
web reporting channels. 

How to Calculate: First determine which group 
your organization falls into, then use the same 
Report Volume per 100 Employees calculation  
as described previously. 

Report Volume per 100 Employees Continued
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Findings: In 2017, organizations that documented 
reports from all channels in their incident 
management system captured 64 percent more 
reports than organizations that only documented 
reports made through web and hotline channels.  
In 2018, that difference rose to 91 percent. 

The implications of this uncaptured information 
are significant for organizations that only track 
hotline and web reports. As we note later, reports 
made through other sources are substantiated at 
a rate of 59 percent, far higher than the overall 
substantiation rate. These organizations are 
missing key opportunities to spot trends and 
proactively address issues. 

We continue to encourage organizations to 
collect reports from all intake methods in a 
centralized incident management system. Doing 
so significantly increases visibility into reported 
issues and risks. It also provides a more disciplined, 
systematic method for tracking, investigating, 
analyzing and resolving these issues. Cross-
departmental reporting can be achieved when 
additional groups, such as human resources and 
security, capture reports in separate tiers of the 
same incident management system. This ensures 
that, regardless of departmental ownership, the 
organization holistically tracks issues, concerns  
and risk across the organization. 

Report Volume per 100 Employees Continued
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Percentages Remain Consistent 
Across the Categories
The kinds of reports an organization receives 
indicate program effectiveness. Categorizing 
reports and tracking the number of reports in 
each category helps to reveal program gaps 
and successes. Our report data is organized 
into five primary categories. This gives us a 
way to compare the types of reports different 
organizations and industries receive. The 
categories are defined below:

1.  Accounting, Auditing and Financial Reporting 
are reports that pertain to these functions in an 
organization (e.g., financial misconduct, internal 
controls or expense reporting)

2.  Business Integrity are reports that show how 
an organization interacts with third-parties, 
legislation, patients or customers (e.g., bribery, 
falsification of documents, fraud, COI, vendor/
customer issues or HIPAA)

3.  HR, Diversity and Workplace Respect are 
reports that indicate internal interactions with 

policies, employee relations or misconduct 
(e.g., discrimination, harassment, retaliation, 
compensation, general HR and all cases  
marked as “other”)

4.  Environment, Health and Safety are reports  
that involve an element of safety typically 
pertaining to employees, environmental 
regulations or workplace health (e.g., EPA 
compliance, assault, safety, OSHA or  
substance abuse)

5.  Misuse, Misappropriation of Corporate Assets 
are reports that specify company assets or time 
being wasted or used in a manner other than 
what is expected (e.g., employee theft or time 
clock abuse)

How to Calculate: First, ensure that each report 
is placed into one of the five categories. Then, 
divide the number of reports in each of the five 
categories by the total number of reports created 
during the reporting period.

Note: Because we are using medians for each 
category, the total may not add up to 100 percent.

2. Report Categories
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Report Categories Continued
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Report Categories Continued
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Findings: Over the last nine years, the percentage 
breakdowns in our five categories have remained 
roughly the same with the vast majority of 
all reports falling into the HR, Diversity and 
Workplace Respect category. These HR-related 
reports – and in particular, changes in the levels 
of these reports – are important indicators of 
potential cultural issues. 

In 2018, the percentage of HR-related reports 
remained in the same range despite media 
coverage and heightened awareness of 
harassment issues that had the potential to 
increase the number of these types of reports. In 
2017, we found that reports on discrimination and 
harassment, together, made up 11.2 percent of all 
HR-related reports. Because of these events, we 
performed additional analysis on the breakdown of 
HR-related reports. See the Reports of Harassment 
and Discrimination section of this report for details. 

Report Categories Continued
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Industries with the Highest  
Median Reporting Rate  
per Category
We reviewed the data to determine which 
industries received the highest rate of reporting  
in each category.  

Findings: The Health Care and Social Assistance 
industry once again captured the highest 
percentage of Business Integrity reports due 
to the inclusion of HIPAA and other regulatory-
related reports in this category. Food Service and 
Drinking Places also maintained the highest level  
of HR, Diversity and Workplace Respect reports 
this year.

Report Categories Continued
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Reporter Allegations vs. Inquiries
This metric categorizes reports raised by 
employees as either claims and concerns or 
questions. Both types of reports provide insight 
into your program. Allegations are important 
points of concern or incidents that employees 
have trusted their organization to investigate. 
However, inquiries are not any less important – 
they can highlight topics that need more training 
or policies that need to be refreshed. 

Findings: The ratio between allegations and 
inquiries has hovered around an 80/20 split over 
the years we’ve been calculating this metric. 
However, this year inquiries hit an all-time low, 
15 percent of all reports. This could indicate: 

 △ Organizations are not taking the time to 
capture inquiries in their systems, especially 
ones that can be addressed quickly. Not 
documenting these questions prevents the 
organization from tracking trends about 
commonly asked questions that may indicate 
a need for specific training, policy review or 
clarification of procedures.
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Report Categories Continued
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 △ Organizations are discouraging the use of 
the hotline system as an intake method for 
questions, sometimes with the mistaken 
concern that the third-party provider would be 
answering the questions. This is not the case. 
Questions are accepted via the intake process 
and forwarded to the organization for response 
in the same way allegations are forwarded. 
Capturing anonymous questions in particular 
could be a precursor to a potential concern or 
brewing problem.

 △ Employees are finding the answers they need 
through company policies and publications – 
making it even more important to keep these 
documents and materials up to date through 
frequent revision cycles.

 △ Managers are addressing employee concerns 
on a one-on-one basis; this reinforces the need 
to capture open-door conversations to create 
a holistic picture of not only the questions 
employees bring to their managers, but also 
the responses that managers are providing. 
This can be a great way to analyze the impact 
of policies and training or could highlight 
inconsistencies that need to be addressed.

Report Categories Continued



2019 Ethics & Compliance Hotline Benchmark Report

NAVEX Global | Protecting Your People, Reputation and Bottom Line 

21

3. Anonymous vs. Named Reporters

Anonymous Reporting Pauses  
its Pattern of Steady Decline
The Anonymous Reporting metric shows the 
percentage of all reports submitted by individuals 
who chose to withhold their identity.

How to Calculate: Divide the number of reports 
submitted by a reporter who withheld their 
identity by the total number of reports received.

Findings: Until this year, we have seen a slow  
but steady decrease in the median rate of 
anonymous reports from the 2009 peak of 65 
percent. In 2018, we found 57 percent of reports 
were anonymous, a very small increase from 
56 percent in 2017. Lower rates of anonymous 
reporting are indicative of a level of trust between 
the employees, and the compliance program  
and teams in their organization.  
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4. Reporter Follow-Up Rate to Anonymous Reports

Follow-up Rates See a Dramatic 
Drop and Gets a Deeper Look
Training and communication about hotline/
helpline programs should always highlight 
the capabilities anonymous reporters have for 
following up on their reports and maintaining 
their anonymity. Asking for more information or 
clarification is often essential for an investigator  
to take action on an allegation. The Reporter 
Follow-up Rate to Anonymous Reports metric 
indicates the percentage of reports that were 
submitted anonymously and subsequently 
followed-up on.  

How to Calculate: Divide the number  
of anonymous reports with one or more  
follow-up case visits by the total number  
of anonymous reports.  

Note: We do not include multiple follow-ups to 
the same report. We only calculate based on  
the first follow-up to an anonymous report.

Findings: The already low Reporter Follow-Up Rate 
to Anonymous Reports dropped by an alarming 
amount – from 32 percent in 2017 to 20 percent 
in 2018. This prompted us to dig deeper into this 

metric, and we found a median of only 10 percent 
of anonymous cases existed where the reporter 
added or made changes to their report. This 
indicates that not only are investigators seeing 
fewer follow-ups from their anonymous reporters, 
they are also rarely receiving more information or 
updates from them. 

Considering the necessity of keeping 
communication channels open to accurately  
and successfully investigate a report, we continue 
to strongly encourage organizations to educate 
employees on all the steps required for successful 
anonymous reporting – most critically, the 
responsibility to check back on their report. 

It is also critical for investigators to quickly  
review anonymous cases and ask for more details, 
clarification or simply thank the reporter for their 
submission. This helps assure the reporter that 
steps are being taken to review and investigate 
their report, and signals that they still have a role  
to play. 

If employees have been well trained on this 
process and investigators are posing questions and 
responses in a timely manner, a lack of follow-up 
could be a red-flag about the organization’s culture.
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Reporter Follow-Up Rate to Anonymous Reports Continued
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5. Substantiated Reports

Substantiation Rates  
Remain High
The Overall Substantiation Rate reflects the  
rate of allegations (from both named and 
anonymous reporters) which were determined 
to have at least some merit (substantiated or 
partially substantiated). A high substantiation  
rate reflects a well-informed employee base 
making high-quality reports coupled with  
effective investigation processes.

How to Calculate: Divide the number  
of all reports that are (fully or partially) 
substantiated by the total number of reports 
that were closed as substantiated, partially 
substantiated and unsubstantiated.

Findings: In 2018, the Overall Substantiation  
Rate was 42 percent. While a small change  
from last year’s 44 percent, we are encouraged  
to see all categories hold substantiation  
rates at or over 40 percent. This indicates  
organizations are continuing to receive  
high-quality, actionable reports. 
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Substantiated Reports Continued
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Substantiated Reports Continued

Substantiated Anonymous vs. 
Named Reports
Anonymous reporting continues to spark 
conversation and debate around frivolous reporting 
and fear of retaliation. Research has shown that 
reporters typically withhold their name due to a 
fear of retaliation, a desire to not be involved or a 
belief that nothing will change. However, research 
alone is often not enough to change long held 
biases that these anonymous reports are less 
valuable, deliberately false or frivolous.

How to Calculate Substantiated Anonymous 
Reports: Divide the number of reports from 
anonymous reporters that are (fully or partially) 
substantiated by the total number of reports  
from anonymous reporters that were closed  
as substantiated, partially substantiated  
and unsubstantiated.

How to Calculate Substantiated Named 
Reports: Divide the number of reports from named 
reporters that are (fully or partially) substantiated 
by the total number of reports from named 
reporters that were closed as substantiated, 
partially substantiated and unsubstantiated.

Findings: The median rates of anonymous and 
named substantiation held steady between  
2017 and 2018. We found a median substantiation 
rate of 38 percent for anonymous reports and  
of 50 percent for named reports. These levels  
of substantiation provide: 

 △ Strong argument against those still clinging  
to old biases against anonymous reports.

 △ Reason to double-down on efforts to boost 
Anonymous Follow-Up metrics.
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Comparison of Substantiation Rates Between Anonymous & Named Reporters
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6. Case Closure Time

Case Closure Time is Improving
Case Closure Time measures the number 
of calendar (not business) days it takes an 
organization to close a case. This benchmark is 
a key indicator of employees’ perception of an 
organization’s ethics and compliance program. 

Earning employees’ trust is not a simple task, 
especially when it comes to many of the sensitive 
topics that are reported to a hotline. Ensuring that 
employees know their concerns are important 
and are being seriously considered is a vital 
step towards that task. If months go by without 
resolution, or weeks go by without indication of 
action, reporters can feel that their concerns are 
not being heard and the credibility of the program 
can be damaged or lost. 

Externally, as legislation continues to affect 
whistleblower programs – limiting time to 
complete internal investigations, providing 
incentives for whistleblowing to external agencies 
and more – earning and retaining employees trust 
will continue to rely heavily on their perceptions.

How to Calculate: First calculate the number of 
days between the date a case is received and the 
date it is marked closed. Calculate for each case 
closed during the reporting period. (Calculating 
the rate based on case open date will skew the 
data toward shorter closure times, making the 
result less accurate.) Then, calculate the case 
closure time by dividing the sum of all case  
closure times by the number of cases closed  
in the reporting period.

Findings: In 2016, we were encouraged by the 
improvement we saw in the median Case Closure 
Time – from our highest median of 46 days in 
2015 to 42 days in 2016. In 2018, we are pleased 
to see Case Closure Time drop to a median of  
40 days. Case Closure Time for HR related reports 
improved from 47 days in 2015 to 39 days in 2018 
which is an encouraging trend.

Organizations that significantly or consistently 
exceed the best practice average of 30-days  
Case Closure Time are encouraged to review 
their case handling and investigation procedures 
and to review with senior leadership any gaps in 
available resources that need to be addressed. 
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Case Closure Time Continued
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Case Closure Time Continued

Findings: In 2017, we found a difference of a 
week in the median time it took to close named 
versus anonymous reports. In 2018, the median 
gap narrowed to 4 days. This is a step in the right 

direction and with improvements around other key 
benchmarks, including follow-ups to anonymous 
reports, we hope to see this gap continue to close.  
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Median Case Closure Time by Anonymous vs. Named Reporting

Findings: Because HR, Diversity and Workplace 
Respect reports are by far the majority – this year 
they made up 70 percent of all reports received –  
they are the biggest driver of change in the case 
closure time. 

Reports in this category include some of the most 
personal and sensitive workplace issues, as well 
as some high-risk issues, including discrimination 
and harassment. Seeing the Case Closure Time 
median for this category fall under 40 days for 

the first time in several years is a positive sign. It 
shows employees their reports and concerns are 
being taken seriously which can help improve 
morale and operating success. That said, allowing 
a workplace relations matter fester for 39 days 
or more (note that a median means half of these 
reports are taking longer than 39 days to close) 
could lead to more problems and loss of morale 
and productivity. 
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7. Reporting Intake Method & Substantiation

Little Change in the Intake 
Method Mix. “All Other  
Methods” Retains the Highest 
Rate of Substantiation
It is important to make a variety of intake  
channels available to employees and to  
track all of the reports received in a centralized 
database. However, it is ultimately not the  
number of reporting channels that matter,  
but that employees are aware of them and  
trust their effectiveness. It’s critical to train and 
ensure employees are aware of all available 
reporting methods.

The same applies for tracking all other intake 
sources such as open-door conversations, letters to 
leadership, emails and walk-ins to the compliance 
office. Monitoring the methods employees choose 
for reporting indicates which are preferred or easy 

to access, and which methods employees may  
not know are available to them. Employee choice 
will vary depending on makeup of the workforce 
and their access to phones, computers or onsite 
human resources.

How to Calculate: Group all non-hotline and non-
web reports (like open door, email, postal mail, fax 
and manager submissions) together as “All Other 
Methods,” and then tally up the number of reports 
received by each method and divide by the total 
number of reports. The resulting percentages 
represent how employees are choosing to report.

Findings: The medians for 2018 remain in line 
with past results. Our largest median of reports 
continue to come in through “All Other Methods” 
and Hotline. This year the top other intake 
methods were email and open-door report forms.  
It is interesting to note that even as the most  
tech-savvy generations are joining the workforce – 
human interface is still preferred. 
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Reporting Intake Method & Substantiation Continued
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Substantiation Rates  
by Report Intake Method
How to Calculate: Identify and group each report 
by intake method. Divide the number of overall, 
named and anonymous reports that are (fully or 
partially) substantiated by the total number of 
reports that were closed as substantiated, partially 
substantiated and unsubstantiated. Repeat this 
calculation for each intake method.

Findings: Reports received via “All Other 
Methods” continue to be substantiated at a 
median rate significantly higher than reports 
received via hotline and web intake methods. This 
finding highlights the importance of gathering 
and tracking all reports in the same system so that 
problems can be detected and addressed as early 
as possible. 
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8. Reports of Retaliation 

This Small Report Category 
Continues to See Growth
Retaliation remains a top concern for regulatory 
agencies and employees, and therefore should be 
a top priority for compliance programs. It continues  
to be one of the top reasons employees cite for 
not reporting known or suspected wrongdoing. 

How to Calculate: Take the total number  
of reports made and divide that by the total  
number of reports made with retaliation as the 
primary allegation. 

0.91%

0.71%

0.64%

0.70%

0.52%

0.93%

1.10%

1.18%

0.0% 0.2%0.1% 0.4% 0.5% 0.6% 0.7% 0.8% 0.9% 1.0%0.3% 1.2%1.1%

2016

2015

2014

2013

2012

2011

2017

2018

07A: Percentage of Retaliation Reports  

Percentage of Retaliation Reports* 



2019 Ethics & Compliance Hotline Benchmark Report

NAVEX Global | Protecting Your People, Reputation and Bottom Line 

37

Reports of Retaliation Continued

Findings: The small, but growing median we see 
in this key reporting category could point to an 
increased trust in our internal systems. However, 
when this metric is compared to the number of 
reports of retaliation going directly to regulatory 
agencies, it highlights the opportunity the ethics 
and compliance community has to improve in this 
area as organizations continue to receive very few 
reports of retaliation internally. 

While we have seen a small but steady growth in 
the median reporting rates, we continue to see 
fluctuation in the substantiation of these reports. 
We understand that claims of retaliation are 
difficult to investigate and prove, but there are 
some key areas organizations should be assessing 
and addressing: 

 △ Defining retaliation – when employees, 
organizations and regulatory agencies use 

different definitions this can lead to  
lower substantiation rates and higher risk.

 △ Talk about retaliation – all levels of employees 
need to be trained on retaliation, what it looks 
like, and what to do about it if they see it or 
experience it.

 △ Accountability and tone from the top – it is 
essential to ensure the same rules apply when 
retaliation is reported against a star performer, 
top executive and an individual contributor.

 △ Monitor high risk reporters – based on the 
nature of the issue or individuals involved, 
many employees with a higher risk of 
experiencing retaliation can be identified  
at the time of the report and proactively 
followed to ensure no adverse actions are 
being taken as a result of reporting  
or participating in an investigation.
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*  These charts reflect a correction to the 2017 numbers included in last year’s report. 
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9. Reports of Harassment & Discrimination

A New Look at a Hot Topic
We received a large volume of requests for 
additional data analysis on harassment and 
discrimination reports due to the emergence of 
the #MeToo movement and high-profile cases 
centered on these topics. This year, we separately 
analyzed the median volume of harassment and 
discrimination reports for 2016, 2017 and 2018.   

How to Calculate: Take the total number of 
reports made, and divide that by the total number 
of reports made with harassment as the primary 
allegation. Repeat this process with reports that 
have discrimination as the primary allegation. 
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Reports of Harassment & Discrimination Continued

Findings: Between 2016 and 2018, reports of 
harassment increased by a substantial 18 percent. 
From 2017 and 2018, alone, we measured an 8.5 
percent increase in these reports. These findings 
should serve as notice to employers that the 
#MeToo movement, which started in the fourth 
quarter of 2017, is not going away. Our data 
indicates a growing inclination to speak up and 
a fundamental shift in employees’ willingness to 
tolerate harassment. We will continue to watch 
this trend for 2019. 

In addition, we found an 18 percent increase in 
reports of discrimination between 2017 and 2018. 

Over the last three years, we saw consistency 
in substantiation rates for both harassment and 
discrimination reports. The Substantiation Rate  
of Harassment Reports is consistent with  
our Overall Substantiation Rate. However, the 
Substantiation Rate of Discrimination Reports  
was much lower, closer to the Substantiation  
Rate of Retaliation Reports. 

This may be due to the nature of these 
allegations. Often a claim of discrimination  
or retaliation is based on a perception that a 
group or individual is acting in a certain way, 
rather than on a clear statement or clear  
evidence; substantiating a case based on 
perception can be very difficult.
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10. Geographical Data

Little Change in the  
Geographical Data
As organizations continue to see larger and wider 
geographical footprints, we continue to receive 
requests for more detailed benchmarking by 
geography. This is the third year we analyzed the 
origin of reports across our database.    

How to Calculate: First, identify the country 
location for each report, then categorize that 
country by continent. To determine the report 

distribution, divide the total number of reports 
from each continent, by the total number of  
reports received.  

Findings: North America received the highest 
percentage of reports for the third year running, 
maintaining its vast majority lead. Asia, still second 
in volume, saw a small decrease in reporting. The 
remaining geographies in order of volume: South 
America, Europe, Africa and Australia all saw 
similar shares of overall reporting.  
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Conclusion
With over a million reports in this year’s 
dataset, we have confidence in the value of the 
benchmarks presented in this report. As our 
database continues to grow, we aim to maintain 
and improve upon the quality and quantity of 
the analysis available. This increase in overall 
reporting volume was acutely observed in 
organizations tracking reports from all sources. 

Ethics and compliance officers have many 
opportunities to leverage data to improve their 
compliance programs – and their organizational 
culture of integrity and respect. This year’s 
benchmarks point to several opportunities to 
increase program effectiveness:

 △ Document all reports in a centralized incident 
management system to provide a more 
complete picture of your risks. With high 
substantiation rates for reports received 
from sources beyond hotline and web intake, 
documenting reports from all channels in a 
central incident management system is more 
important than ever. This creates a more 
accurate, comprehensive and holistic view  
of the cultural health of the organization. It 
also increases the rigor with which you can 
track, investigate, analyze and resolve all 
reports. And finally, it provides a more realistic 
estimate of the resources needed to address 
all matters the organization is receiving.

 △ Aim to get more reporter follow-ups to 
anonymous reports. Anonymous reporters  
hold key information and insights needed 
to improve metrics across a compliance 
program. 57 percent of the reports received are 
anonymous. Relying on the initial details from 
these reporters is a likely cause of longer case 
closure times and lower substantiation rates. 
By bolstering efforts to hear more from these 
reporters, we can align outcomes closer to 
those we see with named reporters. 

 △ Train and communicate consistent definitions 
for key reporting topics like retaliation, 
harassment and discrimination. While we know 
discrimination and retaliation reports are often 
based on perception, their rising medians 
paired with low, fluctuating substantiation 
rates point to organizational risk. Proactively 
addressing these sensitive and top-of-mind 
topics through refreshed training can help 
shrink the gaps we are seeing.

 △ Increase employee awareness of the helpline 
aspects of your hotline reporting channels. 
This year, the percentage of inquiries 
decreased to an all-time low. Give employees 
permission to call when they need advice or 
assistance, not just to report an issue. Tracking 
these questions closely, regardless of intake 
channel, can provide valuable insight into 
areas where more training may be needed, 
policies should be updated or procedures 
could be reviewed.

 △ Look for opportunities to continue to shrink 
Case Closure Times. A decrease in Median 
Case Closure time to 40 days is a step in the 
right direction; one we want to see continue. 
Identify and bolster processes contributing 
to this success while continuing to seek 
opportunities for improvement with the best 
practice Case Closure Time of 30 to 32 days  
in mind.

Hotline data that is carefully tracked, reviewed, 
benchmarked and presented with sufficient 
context often provides the early warning signs 
needed to detect, prevent and resolve problems. 
We hope this report is helpful to your organization 
and we welcome any feedback on these findings.
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NAVEX Global’s comprehensive suite of ethics and compliance  

software, content and services helps organizations protect their  

people, reputation and bottom line. Trusted by more than 13,000  

customers, our solutions are informed by the largest ethics and  

compliance community in the world. For more information,  

visit www.navexglobal.com.

http://www.navexglobal.com
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