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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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Yes, but a qualified yes. To deny an employee who is the respondent to the complaint the right to cross-
examine the complainant during a workplace investigation may amount to a breach of fair procedures. This
does not mean in practice that a complainant or witness will have to physically or virtually attend a
meeting to be subjected to cross-examination. What usually happens, in practice, is that specific questions
of the respondent are put to the witness by the investigator for them to respond. On occasion and
depending on the circumstances, the witnesses may respond in writing.

Generally, if witnesses do not wish to participate in workplace investigations and they are not the witnesses
from whom the complaint originated, there is little that can be done. An employee may not want to be seen
as going against a colleague, which impacts the wider issue of staff morale. An employer cannot force them
to participate. Also an employee who is the respondent should be careful about seeking to compel
witnesses to attend. While the respondent may request support from a colleague to act as a witness, that
colleague may view things differently, which can lead to further issues.

In any event, employees cannot be victimised or suffer any adverse treatment for having acted as a
witness.
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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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