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08. Can the employer search employees’ possessions
or files as part of an investigation?

Germany
Author: Hendrik Bockenheimer , Susanne Walzer , Musa Müjdeci

Files and documents that are purely business-related – whether in physical or digital form – may, in
principle, be inspected by the employer without restriction. The employee has no right to refuse inspection.

When searching business laptops, computers, phones and e-mail accounts, a distinction must be made as
to whether private use is permitted (or at least tolerated) or not: if the employee is allowed to use the
items exclusively for business purposes, the employer may monitor and control them. If private use is
permitted, the employee's right to privacy must be observed for private files, as must the protection of the
secrecy of correspondence. Accordingly, the employer must avoid accessing private documents, files and
e-mails. However, a review of private documents, files and e-mails may be permissible in the event of
particularly serious violations if the employer's interest in the review outweighs the employee's interest in
safeguarding his right to privacy. Generally, employers should allow private use of electronic devices only if
employees have previously consented to the terms of use (including searches in certain cases).

A search of the employee's workplace by the employer is, in principle, permissible. However, a search of
personal items (eg, bags, clothes, personal mobile phone) is generally only permissible with the employee's
consent. Similarly to the review of digital personal data, a search of personal items may be permitted,
however, in the event of particularly serious violations if the employer's interest in the search outweighs
the employee's right to privacy.
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Switzerland
Author: Laura Widmer , Sandra Schaffner

The basic rule is that the employer may not search private data during internal investigations.

If there is a strong suspicion of criminal conduct on the part of the employee and a sufficiently strong
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justification exists, a search of private data may be justified.[1] The factual connection with the
employment relationship is given, for example, in the case of a criminal act committed during working
hours or using workplace infrastructure.[2]

 

[1] Claudia Fritsche, Interne Untersuchungen in der Schweiz: Ein Handbuch für regulierte Finanzinstitute
und andere Unternehmen, Zürich/St. Gallen 2013, p. 168.

[2] Claudia Fritsche, Interne Untersuchungen in der Schweiz: Ein Handbuch für regulierte Finanzinstitute
und andere Unternehmen, Zürich/St. Gallen 2013, p. 168 et seq.
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15. Does the employee under investigation have a
right to be accompanied or have legal representation
during the investigation?

Germany
Author: Hendrik Bockenheimer , Susanne Walzer , Musa Müjdeci

Generally, the employee is free to engage a lawyer at his own expense if he needs legal advice in
connection with a workplace investigation. However, the employee does not have a right to consult a
lawyer at the employer's expense or to have a lawyer present at an interview. Similarly, the employee is
not entitled to be accompanied, for example, by a works council member, during an interview. The
involvement of legal counsel may potentially inflate the investigation unnecessarily, making it longer and
more expensive. However, it may be advisable from the employer's point of view to (proactively) allow
legal representation (eg, to increase the employee's willingness to testify or to create trust) and even to
bear the legal counsel's fees. Specifically, if the employee is already a defendant in criminal proceedings or
runs the risk of incriminating himself, he should be allowed to be accompanied by a lawyer, otherwise he
may be unwilling to cooperate.
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Switzerland
Author: Laura Widmer , Sandra Schaffner

In the case of an employee involved in an internal investigation, a distinction must be made as to whether
the employee is acting purely as an informant or whether there are conflicting interests between the
company and the employee involved. If the employee is acting purely as an informant, the employee has,
in principle, no right to be accompanied by their own legal representative.[1]

However, if there are conflicting interests between the company and the employee involved, when the
employee is accused of any misconduct, the employee must be able to be accompanied by their own legal
representative. For example, if the employee's conduct might potentially constitute a criminal offence, the
involvement of a legal representative must be permitted.[2] Failure to allow an accused person to be
accompanied by a legal representative during an internal investigation, even though the facts in question
are relevant to criminal law, raises the question of the admissibility of statements made in a subsequent
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criminal proceeding. The principles of the Swiss Criminal Procedure Code cannot be undermined by
alternatively collecting evidence in civil proceedings and thus circumventing the stricter rules applicable in
criminal proceedings.[3]

In general, it is advisable to allow the involvement of a legal representative to increase the willingness of
the employee involved to cooperate.

 

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

[2] Simona Wantz/Sara Licci, Arbeitsvertragliche Rechte und Pflichten bei internen Untersuchungen, in:
Jusletter 18 February 2019, N 59.

[3] Roger Rudolph, Interne Untersuchungen: Spannungsfelder aus arbeitsrechtlicher Sicht, SJZ 114/2018, p.
392; Niklaus Ruckstuhl, BSK-StPO, Art. 158 StPO N 36.
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