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06. Can co-workers be compelled to act as witnesses?
What legal protections do employees have when
acting as witnesses in an investigation?

Netherlands
Author: Barbara Kloppert , Mirjam Kerkhof , Roel de Jong

There is no statutory regime for employee witnesses in internal (workplace) investigations and, hence, no
specific statutory regime for legal protection. However, as part of the idea that employees have to act in
line with good employment practices (section 7:611 DCC), employees, who potentially acquired knowledge
in a work-related context on the subject matter of an investigation, are typically required vis-à-vis their
employer to participate in such internal investigations. The required degree of cooperation will depend on
the type and nature of the investigation and the matter that is being investigated. The principle of “good
employment practices” in turn requires the employer to be guided by proportionality and subsidiarity
considerations: which information is relevant to the investigation and what is the least burdensome means
of collecting such information?

This may also impact the degree to which an employer can involve employee witnesses in an investigation.
Increased prudence should be observed, among other things, if the relevant employee witnesses may
themselves become implicated in the investigation or when the employer envisages sharing certain
investigative findings with regulatory or criminal authorities, for instance as part of cooperation
arrangements in an ongoing investigation. In such cases, the relevant employee should at least be allowed
to retain legal counsel before continuing interview procedures.

Last updated on 27/11/2023

Portugal
Author: André Pestana Nascimento

If the employer decides on an internal investigation to assess potential wrongful actions carried out within
the company, employees must cooperate. However, employees are entitled to the privilege against self-
incrimination established in the Portuguese Criminal Code, according to which individuals are not obliged to
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self-report.

An employee's refusal to cooperate with an internal investigation may be regarded as a breach of conduct
by the employer and, ultimately, may lead to disciplinary sanctions.

Employees who act as witnesses in cases of harassment cannot be sanctioned unless they acted with wilful
misconduct, and any sanction applied to an employee who acted as a witness in a harassment procedure
will be presumed to be abusive.

Last updated on 15/09/2022

Switzerland
Author: Laura Widmer , Sandra Schaffner

Due to the employee's duty of loyalty towards the employer and the employer's right to give instructions to
its employees, employees generally must take part in an ongoing investigation and comply with any
summons for questioning if the employer demands this (article 321d, Swiss Code of Obligations). If the
employees refuse to participate, they generally are in breach of their statutory duties, which may lead to
measures such as a termination of employment.

The question of whether employees may refuse to testify if they would have to incriminate themselves is
disputed in legal doctrine.[1] However, according to legal doctrine, a right to refuse to testify exists if
criminal conduct regarding the questioned employee or a relative (article 168 et seq, Swiss Criminal
Procedure Code) is involved, and it cannot be ruled out that the investigation documentation may later end
up with the prosecuting authorities (ie, where employees have a right to refuse to testify in criminal
proceedings, they cannot be forced to incriminate themselves by answering questions in an internal
investigation).[2]

 

[1] Nicolas Facincani/Reto Sutter, Interne Untersuchungen: Rechte und Pflichten von Arbeitgebern und
Angestellten, published on hrtoday.ch, last visited on 17 June 2022.

[2] Same opinion: Nicolas Facincani/Reto Sutter, Interne Untersuchungen: Rechte und Pflichten von
Arbeitgebern und Angestellten, published on hrtoday.ch, last visited on 17 June 2022.

Last updated on 15/09/2022
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11. What information must the employee under
investigation be given about the allegations against
them?

Netherlands
Author: Barbara Kloppert , Mirjam Kerkhof , Roel de Jong

An implicated person is typically provided with a summary description of the scope of the investigation and,
hence, the allegations against such an employee (if any). This is usually done in the interview invite sent to
the relevant interviewee, which also provides an opportunity to prepare for an interview and (if relevant)
seek legal advice.
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Last updated on 15/09/2022

Portugal
Author: André Pestana Nascimento

If, before taking disciplinary action, the employer decides to open a preliminary investigation phase, the
employee does not have to be informed.

Only when the preliminary investigation leads to a formal accusation will the employee be entitled to know
that enquiries were carried out and the source of the facts (eg, witnesses, documents).

However, if an employer does not need to open a formal preliminary investigation phase, it only has to
serve the accusation notice to the employee.

As a rule, employees will only know that they are being investigated if they are suspended or when they are
notified of the accusation.

Last updated on 15/09/2022

Switzerland
Author: Laura Widmer , Sandra Schaffner

As a result of the employer's duty of care (article 328, Swiss Code of Obligations), employees under
investigation have certain procedural rights. These include, in principle, the right of the accused to be
heard. In this context, the accused has the right to be informed at the beginning of the questioning about
the subject of the investigation and at least the main allegations and they must be allowed to share their
view and provide exculpatory evidence.[1] The employer, on the other hand, is not obliged to provide the
employee with existing evidence, documents, etc, before the start of the questioning.[2]

Covert investigations in which employees are involved in informal or even private conversations to induce
them to provide statements are not compatible with the data-processing principles of good faith and the
requirement of recognisability, according to article 4 of the Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection.[3]

Also, rights to information arise from the Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection. In principle, the right to
information (article 8, Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection) is linked to a corresponding request for
information by the concerned person and the existence of data collection within the meaning of article 3
(lit. g), Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection. Insofar as the documents from the internal investigation
recognisably relate to a specific person, there is in principle a right to information concerning these
documents. Subject to certain conditions, the right to information may be denied, restricted or postponed
by law (article 9 paragraph 1, Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection). For example, such documents and
reports may also affect the confidentiality and protection interests of third parties, such as other
employees. Based on the employer's duty of care (article 328, Swiss Code of Obligations), the employer is
required to protect them by taking appropriate measures (eg, by making appropriate redactions before
handing out copies of the respective documents (article 9 paragraph 1 (lit. b), Swiss Federal Act on Data
Protection)).[4] Furthermore, the employer may refuse, restrict or defer the provision of information where
the company’s interests override the employee’s, and not disclose personal data to third parties (article 9
paragraph 4, Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection). The right to information is also not subject to the
statute of limitations, and individuals may waive their right to information in advance (article 8 paragraph
6, Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection). If there are corresponding requests, the employer must generally
grant access, or provide a substantiated decision on the restriction of the right of access, within 30 days
(article 8 paragraph 5, Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection and article 1 paragraph 4, Ordinance to the
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Federal Act on Data Protection).

 

[1] Roger Rudolph, Interne Untersuchungen: Spannungsfelder aus arbeitsrechtlicher Sicht, SJZ 114/2018, p.
390.

[2] Roger Rudolph, Interne Untersuchungen: Spannungsfelder aus arbeitsrechtlicher Sicht, SJZ 114/2018, p.
390.

[3] Roger Rudolph, Interne Untersuchungen: Spannungsfelder aus arbeitsrechtlicher Sicht, SJZ 114/2018, p.
390.

[4] Claudia Götz Staehelin, Unternehmensinterne Untersuchungen, 2019, p. 37.
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