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02. How is a workplace investigation usually
commenced?

Austria
Author: Michaela Gerlach , Sonia Ben Brahim

In general, an internal investigation is only initiated if there is suspicion of a violation. The decision to
commence an internal investigation is up to the company, and it has to weigh the pros and cons. For
limited liability companies, which are subject to the Association Responsibility Act, an internal investigation
may exempt them from criminal liability. Disadvantages may include investigation costs, disruption of
operations, discovery of information requiring later disclosure, possible negative media coverage and
increased risk of exposure to external parties.

Investigations can relate to specific individuals, departments, or the entire company. An investigation may
include various measures, such as obtaining and analysing files and documents, conducting questionnaires
and employee interviews, monitoring internet use, video or telephone surveillance of employees and
setting up whistleblowing hotlines. Not all measures are acceptable without restrictions. The provisions of
labour law and data protection law must always be complied with.

To avoid wasting resources, the objectives of the investigation should be defined in advance. In addition,
the selection and sequence of instruments to be used should be determined. A legal assessment of the
chosen measures is essential to avoid legal complications.

Last updated on 29/09/2023

Germany
Author: Hendrik Bockenheimer , Susanne Walzer , Musa Müjdeci

Typical triggers for a workplace investigation may be internal hints (eg, from employees), internal audits,
compliance or the legal department. However, investigations by the public prosecutor or other authorities
can also lead to a workplace investigation.

There are no strict guidelines for the course of the investigation. The measures to be taken and the
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sequence in which they will be carried out to clarify the facts must be decided on a case-by-case basis.
However, the first step should be to secure evidence. All relevant documents and records (eg, e-mails, hard
disks, text messages, data carriers, copies) should be collected and employees may be interviewed. The
second step should be to evaluate the evidence and the third step is to decide how to deal with the results
(eg, whether any disciplinary measures should be taken or the intended procedures should be adjusted).

Irrespective of how a workplace investigation is commenced, when it comes to severe breaches of duty by
an employee, a two-week exclusion period for issuing a termination for cause must be observed at all
stages. This two-week period starts when the employer becomes aware of the relevant facts but is
suspended as long as the employer is still investigating and collecting information, provided that the
investigation is carried out swiftly.
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Switzerland
Author: Laura Widmer , Sandra Schaffner

Internal investigations are usually initiated after reports about possible violations of the employer's code of
conduct, applicable laws or regulations have been submitted by employees to their superiors, the human
resources department or designated internal reporting systems such as hotlines (including whistleblowing
hotlines).

For an internal investigation to be initiated, there must be a reasonable suspicion (grounds).[1] If no such
grounds exist, the employer must ask the informant for further or more specific information. If no grounds
for reasonable suspicion exists, the case must be closed. If grounds for reasonable suspicion exist, the
appropriate investigative steps can be initiated by a formal investigation request from the company
management.[2]

 

[1] Claudia Fritsche, Interne Untersuchungen in der Schweiz: Ein Handbuch für regulierte Finanzinstitute
und andere Unternehmen, Zürich/St. Gallen 2013, p. 21.

[2] Klaus Moosmayer, Compliance, Praxisleitfaden für Unternehmen, 2. A. München 2015, N 314.
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