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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?

Austria
Author: Michaela Gerlach , Sonia Ben Brahim

An essential part of an internal investigation is the questioning of employees. Their statements contribute
significantly to clarifying possible violations. In particular, the legal principles that apply to criminal
proceedings, including the right to refuse to testify, do not apply directly to internal investigations.

Employees do not legally have to participate in such interviews. Their duty to cooperate arises indirectly
from other legal provisions, in particular from employees’ duties of loyalty and service under labour law.

Austrian law suggests there is a general principle of loyalty, which triggers a “duty to inform” under some
circumstances; in principle, the employee and any witnesses are expected to provide information in the
context of internal investigations. While the employee is not compelled to incriminate him or herself, he or
she also may not withhold work-related information that the employer legitimately wishes to protect, for
the sole reason that it might incriminate him or her. The decision as to whether the employee must disclose
information depends on a balancing of interests in the specific case.

Investigators and employers must strictly adhere to the permissible limits. This requires compliance with
labour law, criminal law and data protection law.

Last updated on 29/09/2023

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
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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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16. If there is a works council or trade union, does it
have any right to be informed or involved in the
investigation?

Austria
Author: Michaela Gerlach , Sonia Ben Brahim

The Austrian Labour Constitution Act (ArbVG) does not contain any provisions regarding workplace
investigations. The employee has the right to address the works council but is not entitled to have the
works council comply with his or her request.

The works council's opportunities for participation are conclusively regulated. Certain investigative or
control measures may require the consent or co-determination of the works council.

Under section 96(1)3 ArbVG, the consent of the works council is required if the employer wishes to
introduce and maintain control measures or technical systems for monitoring employees that affect human
dignity, such as video surveillance or specific staff questionnaires. If there is no works council, the consent
of each individual employee is required.

Last updated on 29/09/2023

Switzerland
Author: Laura Widmer , Sandra Schaffner

In general, works councils and trade unions are not very common in Switzerland and there are no statutory
rules that would provide a works council or trade union a right to be informed or involved in an ongoing
internal investigation. However, respective obligations might be foreseen in an applicable collective
bargaining agreement, internal regulations or similar.
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17. What other support can employees involved in the
investigation be given?

Austria
Author: Michaela Gerlach , Sonia Ben Brahim

There is no additional support for the employees concerned. However, the employer may offer support
measures to the employees to ensure better cooperation. The choice of support measures is at the
employer's discretion. For example, the employer could offer to bear lawyer’s fees, if the employee is
cooperative. Such decisions must always be made on a case-by-case basis.

Last updated on 29/09/2023

Switzerland
Author: Laura Widmer , Sandra Schaffner

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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