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09. What additional considerations apply when the
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Most whistleblowing policies will include a section that provides for an initial assessment of the complaint
as to whether it meets the definition of a protected disclosure. This assessment, which ought to be carried
out by a designated person who has been appointed to deal with disclosures, is a useful tool as some
matters which may be labelled as whistleblowing may fall under the grievance procedure.

Where there are grounds, an investigation will be commenced. Under the Protected Disclosures
(Amendment) Act 2022, whistleblowers are protected from penalisation for having made a protected
disclosure, under the Act.

Penalisation may include; suspension, lay-off or dismissal; demotion, loss of opportunity for promotion or
withholding of promotion; transfer of duties, change of location or place of work; reduction in wages or
change in working hours; the imposition or administering of any discipline, reprimand or other penalty
(including a financial penalty); coercion, intimidation, harassment or ostracism; or discrimination,
disadvantage or unfair treatment.

If an employee (which includes trainees, volunteers, and job applicants) alleges that they have suffered
penalisation as a result of making a protected disclosure, they may apply to the Circuit Court for interim
relief within 21 days of the date of the last act of penalisation by the employer.

A claim for penalisation may also be brought before the WRC within six months of the alleged act of
penalisation. If an employee alleges that they were dismissed for having made a protected disclosure, the
potential award that the WRC can make increases from the usual unfair dismissal cap of two years’ pay to
up to five years’ gross pay, based on actual loss.

Where a complaint of whistleblowing is made, employers should ensure that they appoint investigators
with the appropriate knowledge and expertise to deal with such a matter and comply with the time limits
set by legislation.
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If an employee complains to his or her superiors about grievances or misconduct in the workplace and is
subsequently dismissed, this may constitute an unlawful termination (article 336, Swiss Code of
Obligations). However, the prerequisite for this is that the employee behaves in good faith, which is not the
case if he or she is (partly) responsible for the grievance.
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This will depend on the nature of the investigation but, generally, investigations should be conducted on a
confidential basis. All who participate in the investigation should be informed and reminded that
confidentiality is a paramount consideration taken very seriously. However, it should be borne in mind that
confidentiality cannot be guaranteed by an employer as the respondent in an investigation is entitled to
know who has made complaints against them. Furthermore, the respondent is entitled to cross-examine the
complainant and any witnesses, although in practice this right is rarely invoked strictly and is facilitated by
the investigator, with questions from the respondent being put to the complainant and other witnesses.

On occasion, a breach of confidentiality may warrant disciplinary action, but this will depend on the
circumstances. Exceptions to the requirement to keep matters confidential will of course apply where
employees seek support and advice from others such as companions, trade union representatives or legal
advisors. It may also not be possible to maintain confidentiality where regulators or the authorities are
informed of the investigation.

Also, confidentiality may not be maintained if it is in the interests of the employer to communicate the
complaint and any subsequent investigation, for example on a health and safety basis.
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Besides the employee's duty of performance (article 319, Swiss Code of Obligations), the employment
relationship is defined by the employer's duty of care (article 328, Swiss Code of Obligations) and the
employee's duty of loyalty (article 321a, Swiss Code of Obligations). Ancillary duties can be derived from
the two duties, which are of importance for the confidentiality of an internal investigation.[1]

In principle, the employer must respect and protect the personality (including confidentiality and privacy)
and integrity of the employee (article 328 paragraph 1, Swiss Code of Obligations) and take appropriate
measures to protect the employee. Because of the danger of pre-judgment or damage to reputation as well
as other adverse consequences, the employer must conduct an internal investigation discreetly and
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objectively. The limits of the duty of care are found in the legitimate self-interest of the employer.[2]

In return for the employer's duty of care, employees must comply with their duty of loyalty and safeguard
the employer's legitimate interests. In connection with an internal investigation, employees must therefore
keep the conduct of an investigation confidential. Additionally, employees must keep confidential and not
disclose to any third party any facts that they have acquired in the course of the employment relationship,
and which are neither obvious nor publicly accessible.[3]

 

[1] Wolfgang Portmann/Roger Rudolph, BSK OR, Art. 328 N 1 et seq.

[2]Claudia Fritsche, Interne Untersuchungen in der Schweiz, Ein Handbuch für Unternehmen mit
besonderem Fokus auf Finanzinstitute, p. 202.

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