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06. Can co-workers be compelled to act as withesses?
What legal protections do employees have when
acting as witnesses in an investigation?
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Author: Pascale Lagesse, Valentino Armillei
at Bredin Prat

Co-workers can spontaneously act as witnesses and provide statements to superiors before, during or after
the interviews. Co-workers can also be interviewed as witnesses at the investigator’'s request, although
they are not under any obligation to answer the questions and they cannot be compelled to do so. The
investigators have an absolute obligation of discretion during the investigation and cannot reveal any
details of the information gathered.

Certain employees may benefit from whistleblower status, which implies that they may be exempt from
potential criminal and civil liability relating to their report or testimony and they are protected from any
retaliatory measures from the employer. “Facilitators” who helped the whistleblower and the individuals
connected with the whistleblower and risk retaliatory measures by testifying as a withess may also benefit
from this status, as of 1 September 2022.
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The employee’s contract, employee handbook or company policies typically mandate an employee to
cooperate and participate in good faith in any lawful internal investigation undertaken by the company,
and also protects an employee acting as a witness in an internal investigation. Some of the legal
protections available to an employee acting as a witness during workplace investigations are freedom from
intimidation, threats or the loss of employment.

Last updated on 15/09/2022


https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/phil-linnard
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/clare-fletcher
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/pascale-lagesse
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/valentino-armillei
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/adekunle-obebe

€Y Switzerland

Author: Laura Widmer, Sandra Schaffner
at Bar & Karrer

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.
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15. Does the employee under investigation have a
right to be accompanied or have legal representation
during the investigation?

() France
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The employee under investigation has the right to be assisted by a lawyer during the interviews and, if the
employee chooses to be so, the lawyer must also always be present. The employee may not, however, be
accompanied by anyone other than a legal representative (ie, another employee cannot attend the
interview).
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The Constitution guarantees the right of every person to legal representation during investigations and
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interrogations by law enforcement agencies. However, our labour legislation is silent on whether an
employee has a right to be accompanied or have legal representation during an investigation. Whether an
employee has a right to legal representation will depend on the policy of the employer as well as the nature
of the interrogation.

In practice, an employee is usually not accompanied or represented legally during an investigation.
However, unless it is stipulated in the employee’s policy, nothing prohibits the employee from being
accompanied or represented legally during an investigation.
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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
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 Go6tz 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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