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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?

Hong Kong
Author: Wynne Mok , Jason Cheng , Audrey Li

Under Hong Kong law, the employee has an implied duty to obey lawful instructions from his or her
employer and to serve the employer with fidelity and good faith during the term of his or her employment.
A lawful instruction from an employer may include a reasonable request for the employee to participate
and provide information in the workplace investigation. If the employee refuses to comply with such
instruction or is obstructive or provides untrue or misleading information, it could constitute a ground for
summary dismissal under the EO and at common law.

That said, in general terms, an employer should not compel any employee to testify against a co-worker,
particularly if such a co-worker is a senior colleague, as evidence provided under compulsion may not be
helpful to the investigation.

Employees who act as witnesses must be treated as per their contractual and statutory rights, including the
right against self-incrimination. If the investigation involves allegations of discrimination on the ground of
sex, race or disability, the employer should ensure that the witnesses will not be victimised or treated less
favourably than other employees.
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Nigeria
Author: Adekunle Obebe

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.

at Slaughter and May

at Bloomfield LP

https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/phil-linnard
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/clare-fletcher
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/wynne-mok
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/jason-cheng
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/audrey-li
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/adekunle-obebe


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.
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17. What other support can employees involved in the
investigation be given?

Hong Kong
Author: Wynne Mok , Jason Cheng , Audrey Li

It could be stressful for employees to be involved in a workplace investigation, whether as the victim, the
subject of an investigation or a witness. More transparency in the process would help reduce stress. This
could be achieved by providing the relevant employees with the timeline for different stages of the
investigation and regular updates.

The employer may also consider providing mental health support to the employees concerned, for example
in the form of counselling services or medical consultations. Where appropriate, the employer may also
consider making reasonable adjustments to the employee’s workload and work schedule to facilitate his
participation in the investigation.
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An employee being investigated has a right to be heard before a decision being made by the employer.
Further, the body responsible for investigating the employee must be independent, so as not to be
considered biased.
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The employer does not generally need to provide specific support for employees that are subject to an
internal investigation. The employer may, however, allow concerned employees to be accompanied by a
trusted third party such as family members or friends.[1] These third parties will need to sign separate non-
disclosure agreements before being involved in the internal investigation.

In addition, a company may appoint a so-called lawyer of confidence who has been approved by the
employer and is thus subject to professional secrecy. This lawyer will not be involved in the internal
investigation but may look after the concerned employees and give them confidential advice as well as
inform them about their rights and obligations arising from the employment relationship.[2]

 

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

[2] David Rosenthal et al., Praxishandbuch für interne Untersuchungen und eDiscovery, Release 1.01,
Zürich/Bern, 2021, p. 133.
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