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08. Can the employer search employees’ possessions
or files as part of an investigation?
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The starting position is that there is no general right for an employer to search an employee’s possessions.
However, an employer may be able to undertake a search in circumstances where:

the employee consents to the search;
there is a “right to search” contained in a contract, policy, procedure or industrial instrument; or
the request to search constitutes a lawful and reasonable direction.

If an employee agrees to a search of their possessions, this consent should be confirmed in writing. If the
employee does not consent then the employer can issue a direction to the employee. If the direction is
lawful and reasonable, and the employee does not comply, then disciplinary action may be considered.
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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
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.
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[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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24. What next steps are available to the employer?
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Employers must take steps to deal with the findings of the investigation and implement any
recommendations promptly. This may involve commencing disciplinary action.

The complainant and respondent need to be informed of the outcome of the investigation. All witnesses
who participated in the investigation should also be thanked for their contribution and advised that the
investigation has been completed. All participants in an investigation should be reminded of their ongoing
obligations concerning confidentiality and victimisation.

If an employer decides that it may be appropriate to terminate a respondent’s employment, the employee
must be provided with the opportunity to respond and to “show cause” as to why their employment should
not be terminated.

The investigation report along with any other materials produced during the investigation should be kept in
a separate confidential file.

Employers should also consider whether action should be taken at an organisational level to prevent future
misconduct. In particular, employers are required to take a proactive approach to addressing systemic
workplace cultural issues in relation to sex discrimination, sexual harassment and victimisation.
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If the investigation uncovers misconduct, the question arises as to what steps should be taken. Of course,
the severity of the misconduct and the damage caused play a significant role. Furthermore, it must be
noted that the cooperation of the employee concerned may be of decisive importance for the outcome of
the investigation. The possibilities are numerous, ranging, for example, from preventive measures to
criminal complaints.[1]

If individual disciplinary actions are necessary, these may range from warnings to ordinary or immediate
termination of employment.

 

[1] David Rosenthal et al., Praxishandbuch für interne Untersuchungen und eDiscovery, Release 1.01,
Zürich/Bern 2021, p. 180 et seq.
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