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PREFACE 
1.1 ABOUT THE DUTCH WHISTLEBLOWERS AUTHORITY 

The Dutch Whistleblowers Authority contributes to ethical working relationships in 
society. The Authority encourages and supports public authorities, semi-public 
institutions and companies in developing and safeguarding their integrity policies. In 
addition, the Authority annually provides advice to hundreds of individuals who suspect 
wrongdoing.  
 
The Authority also conducts detriment investigations, as people filing reports should not 
suffer any detriment as a result of their reports. As a last resort, the Authority may also 
investigate alleged wrongdoing itself – for example, if no supervisory authority or 
competent authority has been designated, or if no proper investigation has yet been 
carried out by a specialised supervisory authority. 

1.2 HOLDING EACH OTHER ACCOUNTABLE 
 
Holding each other accountable is highly beneficial – for individuals, as well as for the 
organisation. It is therefore valuable for colleagues to learn how they can confront each 
other and provide constructive feedback.  
 
When colleagues hold each other accountable, they help: 
- themselves, by encouraging their colleagues to continue behaviours that they 

like and to change inappropriate conduct;  
- the colleagues they confront, as it allows them to understand how their 

behaviour comes across, see how it is perceived as positive or negative, explain 
why they behave in that way and adjust their behaviour if necessary; 

- the organisation, as it contributes to an organisational culture of integrity and a 
well-functioning team. Both lead to better results. 

 
Every organisation has certain rules, values and norms. In every organisation, there are 
also instances in which employees fail to comply with these rules, whether consciously or 
unconsciously. Colleagues can confront these employees about their inappropriate 
conduct, regardless of their role in the organisation. This is the most direct way to let 
people know that their colleagues, the organisation or others are bothered by their 
behaviour and that they should therefore behave differently. The Occupational Health 
and Safety Act (Article 3.2) states that employers are obliged to prevent psychosocial 
stress at work (PSA) and to protect employees against it. Psychosocial stress at work 
covers all factors that can cause stress at work: aggression and violence, bullying, 
discrimination, sexual harassment and work pressure. Aggression and violence, bullying, 
discrimination and sexual harassment are also referred to as harassment.1 
 
Colleagues may find it difficult to confront other employees, especially those who occupy 
higher positions in the hierarchy or who are popular. For example, they may be afraid 
that this will lead to conflict or other adverse consequences. Nevertheless, a good 
working culture requires that employees do hold each other accountable. If done 
properly, it does not necessarily lead to conflict. This brochure provides guidelines in the 

 

1 https://business.gov.nl/regulations/physical-psychosocial-strain/  

https://business.gov.nl/regulations/physical-psychosocial-strain/
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form of a conversational model that can help employees confront their colleagues and 
hold them accountable in an appropriate manner. 

1.3 HOW TO USE THIS BROCHURE 
This brochure contains two types of guidelines. Some are intended to help employees to 
confront a colleague effectively. Others focus on responding appropriately when 
confronted by a colleague. Officials who play a role in promoting and developing 
integrity within the organisation can use these guidelines during information and 
training sessions with employees.  
 
The first section discusses the utility and necessity of holding each other accountable. 
The second contains a conversational model, along with tips and recommendations 
based on this model. The third section takes a closer look at the preconditions for 
conversations in which one person either confronts or is confronted (‘confrontation’ or 
‘feedback conversations’). This section also contains a few exercises that can help in 
conducting such conversations. Finally, the fourth section addresses one last important 
question: what if confrontation is not possible or unsuccessful?  
 
In this brochure, ‘he/him’ also refers to ‘she/her’ and ‘they/them’. 
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2. THE UTILITY AND 
NECESSITY OF HOLDING 
EACH OTHER 
ACCOUNTABLE 
This section is about the meaning of ‘holding each other accountable’, why it is so 
important and why it can sometimes be difficult. 

2.1 WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO ‘HOLD EACH OTHER ACCOUNTABLE’? 
When you hold people accountable, it means that you are confronting them about their 
behaviour. Such ‘confrontations’ amount to ‘feedback conversation’ – the kind of 
discussion that often occurs in work situations. In a feedback conversation, one person 
gives feedback to another. The conversation concerns what the former has noticed 
about what the latter has said or done.  
 
‘Confronting someone’ (even more so than ‘giving someone feedback’) is often 
associated with pointing out undesirable behaviour, with the aim of changing that 
behaviour. In this case, confrontation is a matter of making adjustments. At the same 
time, however, confronting someone can also mean pointing out what they are doing 
well and giving them compliments so that they continue with this behaviour. In that 
case, it is a matter of affirmation. 
 
Confronting someone is a way of communicating with that person. As in any 
communication – with colleagues, as well as with customers, family or friends – it is 
important to do this properly and clearly. This will ensure that you understand each 
other.  
 
In practice, communicating well and clearly can be quite complicated. This is because 
people who are communicating bring their own views, wishes and values to the table, 
and these are shaped by a variety of factors, including the upbringing, social 
environment and vocabulary of those involved. In addition, not everyone likes the same 
style of communication. Whereas some people like to say exactly what they mean and 
leave it at that, others prefer to introduce their points carefully and explain them in detail.  
It is therefore not surprising that communication sometimes goes wrong. In such cases, 
people do not understand each other (or at least not well), and this can result in 
misunderstandings. 
 
Confrontation is always future-oriented: although it is based on observations in the past, 
its aim is to convince someone to change certain behaviour or, conversely, to continue 
doing what they are doing. 

2.2 WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO HOLD EACH OTHER ACCOUNTABLE? 
When people work together, they depend on each other. In order to achieve the 
objectives of their organisation and work together effectively and enjoyably, it is 
important for them to be able to hold each other accountable. This does not apply only 
to supervisors; all employees are responsible for a culture of integrity at work. Holding 
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each other accountable is also essential to creating such a culture of integrity. Additional 
information is provided in the Dutch Whistleblowers Authority’s brochure A Culture of 
Integrity at www.huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl/english.  
  
When employees feel comfortable confronting each other, potential problems can be 
addressed at an early stage. They are then quickly identified, discussed and addressed. 
This prevents these issues from escalating into integrity (and other) violations, thus also 
preventing employees from reporting such violations. If colleagues confront each other 
when necessary and respond appropriately when confronted, the reporting procedure 
may remain unused.  
 
 
 

Tip 
Giving compliments is also a form of confrontation. Do this regularly.      
 
To ensure that compliments are perceived as such, it is important for them to2: 

- be sincere: the person giving the compliment should be sincere and have 
no ulterior motives; 

- be sufficiently concrete: by specifically mentioning what someone has 
done well, that person knows what to continue doing; 

- come across well: take the time to compliment someone so that it comes 
across as more sincere. If that time is not immediately available, wait 
awhile. Compliments do not always have to be spontaneous; they may also 
be given later. 

2.2.1 CONFRONTATION CREATES UNDERSTANDING 
All people view situations from their own perspectives. One major pitfall is believing that 
one’s own view is the only correct perspective. In reality, there are several perspectives, 
each of which is at least partly correct. Another pitfall is making assumptions about a 
person’s reasons for certain behaviour. Assumptions are not necessarily correct.  
 
When colleagues confront each other, it can help them to understand each other’s 
perspectives. It also allows them to check the accuracy of their assumptions. This creates 
greater mutual understanding. By conducting feedback conversations, colleagues can 
learn from each other and develop further.  
 
Confrontations can enhance understanding about why others behave the way they do. 
Despite greater mutual understanding, it may still be necessary for those who have been 
confronted to adjust their behaviour – even if they can explain very well why they did 
what they did. For example, such an adjustment may be necessary to improve the 
atmosphere within a team.  
 
 

 

2 Blekkingh, B. W. (2005). Authentiek leiderschap [Authentic Leadership] SDU. 

http://www.huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl/english
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Practice 
The following exercises can help to make it easier and more normal to hold each 
other accountable: 

- List as many reasons as possible why it is good to confront colleagues 
about desirable (or undesirable) behaviour. 

- List as many reasons as possible why it is good to be confronted about 
desirable (or undesirable) behaviour. 

- Check whether there are any differences between the two lists. If there are, 
what is the reason for them? 

2.3 WHY IS IT SOMETIMES DIFFICULT TO CONFRONT EACH OTHER? 
People may find it difficult to confront colleagues for various reasons. For example, they 
may have a different conversational style and preferences than their colleagues. As 
mentioned in Section 1.1, such differences can lead to misunderstandings that people 
would prefer to avoid.  
 
In addition, people are often afraid that they will come into conflict with the colleague 
they are confronting. This is certainly true if they regard ‘confrontation’ purely in terms of 
‘adjustment’. This often raises the fear that colleagues will not take those confronting 
them seriously, instead dismissing them as moral crusaders or know-it-alls. Another fear 
is that colleagues will find the confrontation so annoying that they will subsequently not 
be able to work together as well and as pleasantly. They are afraid that the atmosphere 
will deteriorate and that they will be less able to do their work pleasantly or well. If they 
are heavily dependent on particular colleagues in such cooperation (e.g. in the case of 
supervisors), they will find it especially difficult to confront them. 
 
Ironically, the reason for holding each other accountable (‘wanting good cooperation’) is 
often also the reason why it is difficult to confront each other. It may seem as though 
there are advantages to saying nothing: for example, there will be no conflict, the 
atmosphere will remain pleasant, the relationship with the colleague will not deteriorate 
and no one will have to be exposed. For these reasons, people sometimes decide to 
remain silent.  
 
These benefits nevertheless all apply to the short term. In the long term, the 
consequences of remaining silent about undesirable behaviour are mainly negative. The 
atmosphere often becomes toxic, the relationship with the colleague deteriorates over 
time, nothing changes and the tension remains. Even though it may be difficult, holding 
each other accountable is ultimately the key to good cooperation and a pleasant and 
honest working culture.  

2.3.1 MORAL CRUSADERS 
People sometimes find it difficult to confront their colleagues because they do not want 
to be seen as moral crusaders. Such fears are unfounded. When we confront our 
colleagues about behaviour that violates the rules, norms and values of the organisation, 
it has nothing to do with imposing our own will, and it therefore does not make us into 
moral crusaders. Quite the contrary, we are simply indicating that colleagues are 
transgressing the rules, values and norms of the organisation. By confronting them, we 
are acting in the interests of the organisation and everyone who works there.  
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Tip 
The following questions can help to determine whether you (or someone else) are 
a moral crusader:3 

- Do you state unsolicited opinions in company? 
- Do you catch yourself delivering long monologues, flooding others with 

your knowledge? 
- Do certain behaviours in other people annoy you? 
- Do you have your own opinions about ‘how things should be’? 
- Are you impatient with people who are not as quick as you are? 
- Do you want others to adhere to the customs of your own culture? 

 
More frequent answers of ‘often’ or ‘yes’ translate into higher scores on the ‘moral 
crusader scale’. 

 
3 This test is based on: Van Dijk, B. (2008). De mythe van de moraalridder: Ten strijde tegen fatsoenrakkers, 
betweters en hufters. [The myth of the moral crusader: Fighting against prudes, know-it-alls and jerks]. Uitgeverij 
Thema. 
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3. CONFRONTING 
COLLEAGUES 
EFFECTIVELY 
It is obviously difficult to confront colleagues, especially those who are higher up in the 
hierarchy. The fear that confrontation will lead to conflict is also understandable. Such 
conflicts can be avoided, however, by confronting colleagues in an appropriate manner 
or by responding appropriately when a colleague confronts you.  
 
This section presents a conversational model4 that can be helpful in this regard. This 
model consists of seven steps. These steps apply to a person confronting a colleague, as 
explained in Section 2.1. For each step, it is also possible to specify what the person being 
confronted should do, as explained in Section 2.2. 
 
In this section, ‘confrontation’ refers more to ‘adjusting behaviour’ than to ‘affirming 
behaviour’. This is because people often find it more difficult to adjust someone else’s 
behaviour than to affirm it.  
 
 

Practice 
Create a top-10 list of ways to start an argument as quickly as possible in a 
conversation. 
 
Then mention the opposite of each of these 10 ways. (For example: ‘Always 
speaking up’ as opposed to ‘Allowing others the space to express themselves’.) 

3.1 THE CONVERSATIONAL MODEL (CONFRONTATION) 
Below are the seven steps of the conversational model from the perspective of one 
colleague confronting another colleague about their behaviour.  

3.1.1 STEP 1: STATE THE PURPOSE OF THE CONVERSATION 
It is good to explain your reason for confrontation clearly to your colleague. That way, the 
person knows what to expect. For example, indicate that you would like to discuss 
something that is bothering you and that you hope the person has some time for you. If 
it is not convenient at that time, ask when it might be possible in the near future, and 
make an appointment. 
 
It is best to address a person as soon as possible after an incident. In any case, do not wait 
days or weeks. Do try to find a suitable moment (for example, not two minutes before a 
meeting). Try to find a suitable place as well – preferably somewhere where you can talk 
to each other in peace.  
 

 
4 The conversational model is an adaptation of the conversational model published in: Huijsmans, H. (2005). Geven 
en nemen: Leren omgaan met de problemen van feedback. [Give and take: Learning to cope with the problems of 
feedback]. Medisch contact, 60(2), 71–73. 
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Bear in mind, however, that it does not make sense to confront people about their 
behaviour unless they are actually able to change it. You should therefore avoid setting 
excessive expectations for another person. Do not confront colleagues about 
circumstances beyond their control. 
 

3.1.2 STEP 2: DESCRIBE YOUR ACTUAL OBSERVATIONS IN BEHAVIOURAL TERMS. 
There is little point in confronting people about their personality, given that they cannot 
simply change their personality. Moreover, they are likely to perceive confrontation about 
their personality as a personal attack. It is preferable to describe their behaviour (for 
example, that you have noticed that the person is always late for meetings or often 
misses deadlines).  

3.1.3 STEP 3: EXPLAIN THE EFFECT THAT THE BEHAVIOUR HAS ON YOU AND/OR OTHERS. 
To prevent colleagues you are confronting from feeling attacked and becoming 
defensive, it helps to stick to your own experience of their behaviour. You should 
therefore refrain from passing judgement, and instead explain the effect that their 
behaviour has had on you. This is best achieved by conveying ‘I-messages’. In an I-
message, you indicate how you have experienced a particular behaviour. Explain in an 
honest, open and clear manner what this behaviour means to you and how it makes you 
feel.  
 
With I-messages, you express your dissatisfaction and give others space to tell their side 
of the story; to explain why they did what they did. Colleagues will feel less comfortable if 
you communicate ‘you-messages’, in which your own experience remains out of the 
picture and you mainly point out what you think the other person has done wrong. You-
messages often come across as belittling and patronising – like an attack that requires a 
defence.  
 
The structure of an I-message 

1. Describe the other person’s behaviour without passing judgement (for example, 
‘You’re often late for meetings’). 

2. State the feeling this evokes in you (for example, ‘That annoys me’). 
3. State the reason for your feeling (for example, ‘Because it means other 

colleagues and I have to wait’). 

3.1.4 STEP 4: ALLOW THE OTHER PERSON SPACE TO RESPOND AND CHECK WHETHER THE 
MESSAGE HAS BEEN UNDERSTOOD. 
Once you have conveyed your I-message, you should allow the other person space to 
respond. It is important for you to listen carefully to this response – in addition to 
checking whether the message has been understood. If necessary, you could ask 
questions (for example, whether the person can identify with your message and what 
they think about it). In addition, try to understand why your colleague is behaving in a 
way that bothers you. For example, if your colleague is acting with good intentions, 
express your appreciation for that. This can help to keep the conversation positive and 
focused on finding a suitable solution.  

3.1.5 STEP 5: LOOK FOR ALTERNATIVES TOGETHER 
The purpose of the conversation is to adjust your colleague’s behaviour. After you have 
delivered the I-message and your colleague has had a chance to respond, you can work 
together to find a suitable solution. You should thus avoid being the only one to think 
about that solution; ideally, your colleague will also come up with ideas. When people 
make their own proposals to change their behaviour, they will be more likely to actually 
implement those changes. 
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3.1.6 STEP 6: MAKE ARRANGEMENTS FOR FOLLOW-UP 
It is best to conclude a conversation with clear agreements. This ensures that everyone 
knows what to expect. It will also make it easier to refer back to the conversation in the 
future. If the conversation has been about performing a task, it is advisable to agree on 
the following aspects5:  

- Desired outcomes (what needs to be done and when?) 
- Guidelines (what should the person adhere to?) 
- Resources (what can the person use?) 
- Responsibility (what performance standards exist, and when does reporting or 

evaluation take place?) 
- Consequences (what will happen if the results are favourable, and what if they 

are not?) 

3.1.7 STEP 7: THANK THE OTHER PERSON 
A good conversation is always a joint effort. You have respectfully expressed your 
concerns, and the other person has listened to you and possibly explained his or her 
behaviour. You have then considered a solution together and reached agreements about 
it.  
 
By thanking your colleague at the end of the conversation, you indicate that you are 
satisfied with the conversation and its results. If necessary, you could also emphasise (or 
re-emphasise) that your feedback was not a personal attack and that you are looking to 
the future with confidence. This also makes the conversation an investment in a good 
working relationship. 
 

Practice 
Consider a colleague whom you would like to confront about behaviour. With this 
colleague in mind, decide what you would like to say in each of the steps outlined 
above. 

3.2 THE CONVERSATIONAL MODEL (BEING CONFRONTED) 
The seven steps of the conversational model are presented again below – this time, from 
the perspective of the person being confronted. To avoid unnecessary repetition, the 
explanations for some steps are brief.  

3.2.1 STEP 1: STATE THE PURPOSE OF THE CONVERSATION  
When you are confronted, it is important to accept and respect the purpose of the 
conversation. It is perfectly understandable if you are initially shocked and feel attacked. 
Feel free to say that you are shocked, but accept the invitation to engage in conversation. 
You should thus let your colleague know that you are willing to talk.  
 
However difficult it may be at times, realise that this is an opportunity to learn 
something. Learning can be painful, but as long as your colleague is respectful, there is 
no reason to feel misunderstood or threatened. If you do not have time or would prefer 
to have the conversation somewhere else, just indicate this and proactively make an 
appointment for another time or find another location. 

 

5 Covey, S. (1999) De zeven eigenschappen van effectief leiderschap [The seven characteristics of effective 

leadership], Uitgeverij Contact, 152-153. 
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3.2.2 STEP 2: DESCRIBE YOUR ACTUAL OBSERVATIONS IN BEHAVIOURAL TERMS. 
When someone confronts you, it is important to listen carefully to what the person has to 
say. Do not immediately start thinking about how you are going to respond. That makes 
you forget to listen. You should also avoid looking for the ‘hidden agenda’ of the 
colleague who is confronting you, and you should certainly not counterattack or defend 
yourself (‘yes, but...’). Instead of viewing it as an attack on you as a person, you should see 
it as a description of how your behaviour came across to someone else. You should also 
remember that it concerns only a small part of your behaviour or your work. 

3.2.3 STEP 3: EXPLAIN THE EFFECT OF THE BEHAVIOUR ON YOURSELF AND ON OTHERS. 
When someone confronts you, it is important to listen ‘actively’. This means that you try 
to understand as well as possible what the other person is saying or wants to say. 
Consider how you would like to be understood yourself and try to understand your 
colleague in the same way. You should thus listen without immediately giving your own 
value judgement. If you do not understand, feel free to ask for further explanation until 
you do.  

3.2.4 STEP 4: ALLOW THE OTHER PERSON SPACE TO RESPOND AND CHECK WHETHER THE 
MESSAGE HAS BEEN UNDERSTOOD. 
Once the other person has told you what behaviour they have observed and the effect 
that this behaviour has had on them, you will have the opportunity to respond.  
 
First, try to check whether you have listened carefully and understood the message. For 
example, you could summarise your colleague’s story and ask questions about it. 
 
Then indicate that you understand what has been said. If you regret that your behaviour 
came across that way to your colleague (and possibly others), feel free to say so. You 
should also say that you are willing to work together to explore how you can change your 
behaviour. However, you should not offer these apologies and proposals unless you 
genuinely mean them and are convinced that the other person is right. 
 
If you believe that your colleague is incorrect, you should make that clear. Do not say that 
your colleague does not understand, but explain how you see the situation and why you 
are doing what you are doing. Be aware that your good intentions are not always 
enough: despite your good intentions, colleagues may still be bothered by your 
behaviour. In that case, view the conversation as a learning experience. It would be a pity 
for your good intentions not to come across well. What could you change to ensure that 
they do? 

3.2.5 STEP 5: LOOK FOR ALTERNATIVES TOGETHER  
After the previous steps, the job is now to find a solution. Do not leave the person who 
confronted you to search for it alone. Your colleague will undoubtedly appreciate it if you 
come up with ideas yourself. This is also beneficial to you: changes that you propose 
yourself are often easier to implement.  
 
If you are not sure what to suggest, ask the other person for suggestions or tips. Given 
that your colleague initiated the conversation, he or she may already have considered a 
possible solution. The solution that you finally arrive at should obviously be effective and 
acceptable to both you and your colleague.  

3.2.6 STEP 6: MAKE ARRANGEMENTS FOR FOLLOW-UP 
It may be helpful to record any agreements made (see Step 6 in the previous section). 
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3.2.7 STEP 7: THANK YOUR COLLEAGUE  
Even when you have been confronted, it is good to thank your colleague after the 
conversation. Your colleague might have found it difficult to talk to you, but dared to do 
so – with the aim of maintaining a good working relationship and atmosphere. By 
respectfully addressing your behaviour and working together to find a solution, your 
colleague has also respected your worth and removed any obstacles to your cooperation.  
By expressing your gratitude, you show that you appreciate everything; that you are 
satisfied with the conversation and its results. At the same time, you demonstrate that 
you did not take the conversation as a personal attack and that you are looking to the 
future with confidence. 
 
 

Practice 
Describe a situation in which you were criticised as a person, and not for your 
behaviour. 

– How were you confronted, and what was said? 
– How did you respond to the criticism?  
– How could the other person have confronted you better so that it would 

have been instructive for you? 

3.3 HOW TO USE THE MODEL 
As the term suggests, the conversational model is a model. In real life, conversations are 
usually much less structured. In some cases, you might skip three steps, start halfway 
through or find that, after a certain step, you have to go back three steps.  
The use of a model may therefore seem artificial, but it can certainly be useful for an 
interview. If you are confronting someone or if you are being confronted and you are not 
quite able to figure it out, the model can give you guidelines to fall back on.  
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4. PRECONDITIONS 
Some conversational (and other) conditions have already been discussed briefly in the 
explanation of the various steps of the conversational model. In this section, we highlight 
the preconditions for a feedback conversation. Here too, we approach this from two 
perspectives: that of an employee confronting a colleague and that of the colleague who 
is being confronted.  

4.1 RESPECT 
 
Confrontation 
When you confront people, there is a good chance that they will not appreciate it. They 
might even become defensive. To prevent this, it is very important to treat the person 
you are confronting with respect and allow the person to retain dignity. This means 
being open, honest and giving your colleague the space to respond to your feedback, 
admit mistakes and, if necessary, apologise. Listen carefully, never speak in a reproachful 
tone and ensure that the conversation is open from start to finish. 
 
Such a respectful approach is no guarantee of success: the other person may still 
become angry or walk away. Nevertheless, the conversation is much more likely to be 
successful if you treat the other person with respect. Note that respect is not a trick or a 
separate step in the conversational model: you should be respectful at every step and in 
every utterance.  
 
If you do not think that you can respect your colleague, you have a completely different 
problem. That problem cannot be solved with a confrontation conversation. 
 
Being confronted 
Chances are that, like many people, you find it unpleasant when a colleague confronts 
you about your behaviour. Despite this feeling, however, it is important to show respect 
for that colleague. Assume that your colleague finds it difficult to talk to you and is acting 
out of respect. The latter means that your colleague does not wish to judge you, but 
wants to tell you something in order to improve future cooperation.  
 
You can show respect for yourself by being open and honest with your colleague, 
listening carefully to the feedback and asking questions if you do not understand 
something. It is certainly not forbidden to show emotions, but do not let them guide you. 
You could perhaps state your emotions and allow your colleague space to respond to 
them. If you feel as if you are ‘shutting down’, ask your colleague if you can continue the 
conversation at another time. 
 
You may feel that your colleague is not confronting you in a respectful manner. If so, 
bring this to the table as a separate topic. You should thus draw a distinction between 
the subject about which you are being confronted and the manner in which you are 
being confronted. If necessary, indicate that you are willing to discuss your behaviour 
with your colleague, but not in this manner. 
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4.2 GOOD EMPLOYEE AND EMPLOYER PRACTICES AND A POSITIVE 
CULTURE OF MUTUAL ACCOUNTABILITY 
Employees and employers have a legal obligation to behave appropriately towards each 
other. Communication is essential in this regard and, as part of this, they must be able to 
confront each other. This applies to both adjustment and affirmation (i.e. feedback on 
things that are going wrong and compliments for things that are going well).  
 
One important responsibility of employers is to strengthen the self-correcting capacity of 
their organisations. If employees are able to be effective in holding each other 
accountable, this contributes to such reinforcement. It is therefore advisable to enable 
them to do so by making the right investments.  
 
To strengthen its self-correcting capacity, an organisation should proceed from the 
following three principles: 

– The organisation should address and resolve the issue at the lowest possible level 
within the organisation. This should ideally be done between colleagues 
themselves, without directly involving the supervisor or management. This 
principle is known as the ‘subsidiarity principle’. If it is clear in advance that it is 
not possible to do without the supervisor or management, it is pointless to try. It 
is important to select the correct level.  

– The organisation should promote the self-reliance of employees. For example, it 
can do this by letting them know what steps they can take or by showing them 
that the supervisor is taking a problem seriously. Another way to do this is by 
training employees in ‘confronting colleagues appropriately’ and ‘responding 
appropriately when confronted’.  

– The organisation should ensure balance in the protection of interests. This means 
that the organisation should encourage a culture in which employees can 
confront each other safely and easily. This type of culture is good for both the 
employees and the organisation. It also means that the organisation should 
prevent employees who confront their colleagues from suffering adverse 
consequences (e.g. by being ostracised as ‘traitors’). 
 

To enable and maintain a culture of accountability, the organisation must embed this 
culture and support it with a broad, coherent integrity policy.6 
 
Clear frameworks, guidelines and structures provide a context within which employees 
can hold each other accountable. Among other things, it is important: 

– for the organisation’s values and norms to be clear (code of conduct); 
– for the top of the organisation to emphasise the importance of holding each 

other accountable and to set a good example in this regard;  
– for management to encourage employees to confront management when there 

is reason to do so; 
– for holding each other accountable to be the first step in addressing 

inappropriate conduct; 
– for support to be provided to employees who encounter difficulties because they 

have confronted a colleague in good faith; 
– for everyone within the organisation to be aware that integrity is a shared 

responsibility; 
– for clear structures and processes to be in place for organising the work and 

eliminating the greatest risks and uncertainties; 

 

6 For additional information on the main elements of a coherent integrity policy, see the Integrity Infrastructure 

Model on the website of the Dutch Whistleblowers Authority www.huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl. 
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– for it to be clear what employees can do if confrontation does not help or would 
lead to an undesirable situation for them (availability of a confidential adviser and 
reporting procedure); 

– for the mutual-accountability policy to be monitored and evaluated to determine 
whether it works for the organisation and how it can be improved; 

– for employees to have the opportunity to practise their communication skills. 
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5. CONFRONTATION 
UNSUCCESSFUL OR NOT 
POSSIBLE 
In some cases, a person will attempt to address a colleague’s behaviour, but that 
colleague reacts negatively. In other cases, confrontation is not the most appropriate way 
to raise the issue of behaviour. For example, this could be the case for instances of 
wrongdoing (actual or suspected) or if the circumstances of an integrity violation are 
such that a direct conversation between the two colleagues involved is not an option (as 
in the case of sexual transgressive behaviour).  
 
In this section, we address these types of cases in greater detail. We also describe some 
of the routes that employees can follow when confrontation proves unsuccessful or 
impossible. For example, it is always advisable to approach your organisation’s 
confidential adviser. This confidential adviser will listen to you and can help you think 
things through or provide advice on the steps you could take. Additional information is 
available in the Dutch Whistleblowers Authority’s brochure on the Confidential Adviser at 
www.huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl/english.  

5.1 SUSPICION OF WRONGDOING 
If, as an employee, you suspect wrongdoing, it is important for you to report it. Ideally, 
every organisation should have a reporting procedure that specifies where and how you 
can make a report. The reporting procedure is mandatory for organisations with 50 or 
more employees, as well as for organisations operating within specific sectors. Additional 
information is available in the Dutch Whistleblowers Authority’s brochure on the 
Reporting Procedure at www.huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl/english.  
 
In some cases, an internal report of alleged misconduct may lead the organisation to 
launch its own investigation. Additional information is available in the Dutch 
Whistleblowers Authority’s brochure on Internal Investigation at 
www.huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl/english.  
 
Reporting does not necessarily have to take place internally. You may also choose to 
report directly to a competent authority. For example, you could report to the Dutch 
Whistleblowers Authority or, in the case of privacy violations, the Dutch Data Protection 
Authority. If you are unsure which authority to contact or if you have other questions 
about reporting wrongdoing, you can also contact the Whistleblowers Authority.  
 
However you report alleged wrongdoing, the law requires your employer to protect you 
from any disadvantage as a result of your report. This means that you should not suffer 
any negative consequences as a result of this report. For example, disadvantageous 
treatment could take the form of dismissal, non-renewal of a contract, negative 
assessment or bullying behaviour. Your organisation must be proactive in preventing any 
form of disadvantageous treatment. 

5.1.1 OTHER INTEGRITY VIOLATIONS  
Not all behaviour that is undesirable or that constitutes an integrity violation falls within 
the legal definition of ‘wrongdoing’. Organisations should nevertheless also address 

http://www.huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl/
https://www.huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl/documenten/2025/05/09/the-reporting-procedure
http://www.huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl/
https://www.huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl/documenten/2024/12/13/brochure-integrity-in-practice---internal-reporting
http://www.huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl/
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behaviour that does not fall within this definition. This is another way in which they can 
ensure a culture of integrity in the workplace.  
 
Many organisations have a complaints procedure for employees in addition to a 
reporting procedure for suspected wrongdoing. Some organisations also have policies or 
procedures in place for reporting harassment internally. Examples of such undesirable 
behaviour could include bullying, discrimination and sexual transgressive behaviour. The 
guidance provided by the Government Commissioner for Sexual Transgressive 
Behaviour can offer tools to help organisations address sexual transgressive behaviour in 
the workplace.7 
 
For employees, as well as for organisations, it can be beneficial to have a single 
comprehensive procedure for reporting behaviour – regardless of whether that 
behaviour constitutes wrongdoing. In any case, it is advisable to have a single point of 
contact where employees can go for assistance. This contact point can then determine 
which procedure applies to the issue raised by the employee. 

5.2 CONFRONTATION UNSUCCESSFUL OR NOT POSSIBLE 
If it is not possible to confront your colleague or if that colleague has reacted negatively 
to your attempt (or attempts) at confrontation, it is good to know that there are other 
possible solutions. As mentioned before, it is advisable to approach the confidential 
adviser in such cases. This adviser can contribute ideas about possible solutions within or 
outside the organisation. In addition, you may wish to approach your supervisor (if your 
supervisor is not the colleague whom you have confronted).  
 
Your employer bears ultimate responsibility for providing a safe workplace for 
employees, as an element of good employer practices. A safe workplace is created by 
implementing good policies and providing sufficient personnel and resources.  
 
  

 

7 Netherlands Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, Government Commissioner Hamer. (2023, 16 May). 

Meldingen van seksueel grensoverschrijdend gedrag op de werkvloer: Een handreiking voor een goede opvolging 

[Reports of sexual trangressive behaviour in the workplace: Guidelines for proper follow-up]. 

https://www.rcgog.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2023/05/17/handreiking-meldingen-van-seksueel-grensoverschrijdend-

gedrag-op-de-werkvloer  

https://www.rcgog.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2023/05/17/handreiking-meldingen-van-seksueel-grensoverschrijdend-gedrag-op-de-werkvloer
https://www.rcgog.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2023/05/17/handreiking-meldingen-van-seksueel-grensoverschrijdend-gedrag-op-de-werkvloer
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APPENDIX – QUICKSCAN  

Answer the following statements with either true or false. Be honest; it’s about you, and 
there are no right or wrong answers. 
 
Confronting 
1. I do not consider it necessary to confront my colleagues. 
2. I often get into arguments when I confront my colleagues. 
3. I do not confront my colleagues, because they find it annoying. 
4. I usually do not confront my colleagues until some time after something has 

happened. 
5. I confront my colleagues almost exclusively when I am annoyed or angry. 
6. I find it difficult to confront colleagues in behavioural terms. 
7. I find it difficult to express my criticism as an I-message. 
8. I find it difficult to specify exactly what I would like to confront my colleagues about. 
9. I find it very difficult to remain calm and speak in a calm tone when I confront my 

colleagues. 
10. I find it very difficult to explain the effect that my colleagues’ behaviour has on me 

and on others. 
11. I find it difficult to listen properly to my colleagues when I confront them. 
12. I find it difficult to check whether my message has come across correctly. 
13. I think it is more important for me to point out mistakes than it is for me to work with 

my colleagues to look for ways to improve. 
14. I find it difficult to work with my colleagues to find alternatives to their behaviour. 
15. I find it difficult to confront someone and maintain a good relationship at the same 

time. 
16. I think it is excessive to thank my colleagues for the conversation after I have 

confronted them. 
 
Being confronted 
1. I am rarely confronted by colleagues. 
2. I do not pay much attention to criticism from my colleagues. 
3. I often feel insecure when colleagues criticise me. 
4. I do not need colleagues to confront me. 
5. I never make mistakes; I never do anything wrong. 
6. I would rather continue with my work than listen carefully to my colleagues when 

they address me. 
7. I often think that I know what someone means straight away. 
8. I tend to interrupt others when they confront me. 
9. I find it difficult to ask further questions when colleagues confront me. 
10. I find it difficult not to react emotionally when colleagues confront me. 
11. I often perceive it as a personal attack when colleagues confront me. 
12. I find it difficult to summarise what my colleagues are saying in a conversation. 
13. When I am being confronted, I find it difficult to remain calm enough to look for 

ways to improve. 
14. I find it difficult to accept justified criticism. 
15. I find it difficult to learn from criticism. 
16. I find it difficult to thank colleagues for the conversation after they have confronted     

me. 
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By completing this questionnaire,8 you have gained more insight into your attitude 
towards – and your skills in – confronting and being confronted. In the ideal situation, you 
would have answered ‘false’ to all statements. How did you do? What is going well, and 
what do you think could be improved?  
 
 
 
 

 
8 This questionnaire was inspired by and based in part on: M. Koopmans (2009), Feedback geven en ontvangen 
[Giving and receiving feedback], Uitgeverij Thema. 

 

This is a publication of the Dutch Whistleblowers Authority. 
 
This brochure from the Dutch Whistleblowers Authority is a revised version of the earlier 
Guide to Holding Each Other Accountable by BIOS (2010), written at the time by Edgar 
Karssing and Marijntje Zweegers. In addition, material from the Flemish government has 
been used for inspiration. The purpose of the brochure is to support organisations in 
developing and maintaining an organisational culture of integrity. No rights may be 
derived from this brochure. If you come across any errors or inaccuracies in this brochure, 
please notify the Dutch Whistleblowers Authority. Additional information is available at 
www.huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl. 
 

Contact details 
Muzenstraat 89–91, 2511 WB The Hague 
Telephone:  +31 (0)88 13 31 000 
Email: contact@huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl 
 
© Dutch Whistleblowers Authority,  January 2026 

mailto:contact@huisvoorklokkenluiders.nl
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