@ International Employment Lawyer

Workplace Investigations

Contributing Editors

Phil Linnard at Slaughter and May
Clare Fletcher at Slaughter and May

27. What legal exposure could the employer face for
errors during the investigation?

() Ireland

Author: Blathnaid Evans, Mary Gavin
at Ogier

A failure to follow fair procedures in the investigation can have significant consequences.

Although the exception rather than the rule, an employee could challenge the investigation through
injunctive proceedings if there is a breach of fair procedures. Such action would be taken before the High
Court. Injunction proceedings may be brought while the investigation is ongoing, or just before its
conclusion to prevent publication of a report making specific findings against an employee. A successful
injunction may curtail any subsequent attempt to investigate the matter as allegations of penalisation,
prejudice and delay may arise.

Errors during the investigation can also give rise to a complaint of constructive dismissal, with allegations
that flaws in the procedure have fundamentally breached the implied term of mutual trust and confidence.

A flawed investigation can also undermine any disciplinary process and sanction that is imposed as a
result. This commonly occurs when an employee has been dismissed following a disciplinary process
launched on foot of the investigation. While dismissal may be an appropriate sanction, the dismissal can
still be found to be unfair if there is a failure to follow fair procedures. An employee may challenge their
dismissal before the WRC and the employer should be alive to not only an unfair dismissal complaint, but
allegations of discrimination and penalisation.

Overall, to carry out a successful workplace investigation, an employer should consider taking advice at the
earliest opportunity to ensure that the investigation can withstand challenges.
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Errors resulting in terminations can be unlawful and, if they lead to employees terminating their
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employment as a result of the employer’s missteps, could be seen as constructive dismissal. Constructive
dismissal is generally equivalent to an unlawful dismissal. Unlawful terminations generally result in an
obligation to pay financial and general damages to the affected employees.

Failure to fulfil the obligations under the Swedish Discrimination Act may lead to an obligation to pay
financial and general damages.

If an employer does not fulfil its obligations according to work environment legislation, there is a risk that
the Swedish Work Environment Authority will issue injunctions or prohibitions against the employer. If an
employer omits to meet its work environment related obligations, and that in turn results in a work related
accident, e.g. self-harm in connection with an internal investigation, it may also, in a worst case scenario,
lead to criminal liability.

The Swedish Work Environment Authority is also responsible for monitoring compliance with the provisions
of the Swedish Whistleblowing Act. The Swedish Work Environment Authority may, if necessary to ensure
compliance with the Swedish Whistleblowing Act, order an operator to comply with the obligations and
requirements of the Swedish Whistleblowing Act. Employers violating the Swedish Whistleblowing Act may
also be liable to pay damages to the affected employees.

If personal data is processed in a way that violates the GDPR, the authorised supervisory authority may
issue warnings or reprimands to the data controller, order the controller to comply with the GDPR, impose a
ban on processing, or impose an administrative fine on the controller. Companies violating the GDPR may
also be liable to pay damages to data subjects.
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As there are no specific regulations for internal investigations, the usual legal framework within which the
employer must act towards the employee derives from general rules such as the employer's duty of care,
the employee's duty of loyalty and the employee's data protection rights.

But, for example, unwarranted surveillance could conceivably result in criminal liability (article 179 et seq,
Swiss Criminal Code) for violations of the employee's privacy. Furthermore, errors made by the employer
could have an impact on any later criminal proceedings (eg, in the form of prohibitions on the use of
evidence).[1]

Evidence obtained unlawfully may only be used in civil proceedings if there is an overriding interest in
establishing the truth (article 152 paragraph 2, Swiss Civil Procedure Code). Consequently, in each case, a
balance must be struck between the individual’s interest in not using the evidence and in establishing the
truth.[2] The question of the admissibility of evidence based on an unlawful invasion of privacy is a
sensitive one - admissibility in this case is likely to be accepted only with restraint.[3] Since the parties in
civil proceedings do not have any means of coercion at their disposal, it is not necessary, in contrast to
criminal proceedings, to examine whether the evidence could also have been obtained by legal means.[4]

Unlawful action by the employer may also have consequences on future criminal proceedings: The
prohibitions on exploitation (article 140 et seq, Swiss Criminal Procedure Code) apply a priori only to
evidence obtained directly from public authorities. Evidence obtained unlawfully by private persons (ie, the
employer) may also be used if it could have been lawfully obtained by the authority and if the interest in
establishing the truth outweighs the interest of the individual in not using the evidence.[5] Art. 140
paragraph 1 Swiss Criminal Procure Code remains reserved: Evidence obtained in violation of Art. 140
paragraph 1 Swiss Criminal Procure Code is subject to an absolute ban on the use of evidence (e.g.
evidence obtained under the use of torture[6]).[7]
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[1] Cf. ATF 13911 7.
[2] ATF 1401l 6 E. 3

[3] Pascal Grolimund in: Adrian Staehelin/Daniel Staehelin/Pascal Grolimund (editors), Zivilprozessrecht,
Zurich/Basel/Geneva 2019, 3rd Edition, §18 N 24a.

[4] Pascal Grolimund in: Adrian Staehelin/Daniel Staehelin/Pascal Grolimund (editors), Zivilprozessrecht,
Zurich/Basel/Geneva 2019, 3rd Edition, §18 N 24a.

[5] Decision of the Swiss Federal Court 6B_1241/2016 dated 17. July 2017 consid. 1.2.2; Decision of the
Swiss Federal Court 1B 22/2012 dated 11 May 2012 consid. 2.4.4.

[6] Jérdme Benedict/Jean Treccani, CR-CPP Art. 140 N. 5 and Art. 141 N. 3.
[7]1 Yvan Jeanneret/André Kuhn, Précis de procédure pénale, 2nd Edition, Berne 2018, N 9011.
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