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04. Who should conduct a workplace investigation,
are there minimum qualifications or criteria that need
to be met?

Portugal
Author: André Pestana Nascimento

According to article 356(1) of the Portuguese Labour Code, the employer can appoint an instructor, who
shall be responsible for the probationary proceedings. Usually, workplace investigations are conducted by
external advisors (eg, lawyers), appointed by the employer.

However, regarding disciplinary powers, there is a legal limitation in article 98 of the Portuguese Labour
Code. As such, only the employer (or the immediate superior of the concerned employee, if the employer
has delegated its powers, as per article 329(4) of the Portuguese Labour Code) has disciplinary powers.
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The examinations can be carried out internally by designated internal employees, by external specialists, or
by a combination thereof. The addition of external advisors is particularly recommended if the allegations
are against an employee of a high hierarchical level[1], if the allegations concerned are quite substantive
and, in any case, where an increased degree of independence is sought.

 

[1] David Rosenthal et al., Praxishandbuch für interne Untersuchungen und eDiscovery, Release 1.01,
Zürich/Bern 2021, p. 18.
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The investigator would typically be a line manager or HR representative. Complex cases, particularly if
criminality is suspected, or cases where a senior employee is accused of misconduct, may require the
investigator to be someone more senior within the organisation, or someone from the in-house legal team.
Employers should bear in mind the need for someone more senior than the investigator to act as a
disciplinary decisionmaker, if disciplinary action is found to be warranted.

Check the organisation’s policies and procedures, which may stipulate who can act as an investigator.

The investigator should be someone without any personal involvement in the matters under investigation,
or any conflict of interest, but with sufficient knowledge of the organisation and where possible with both
training and experience in conducting investigations.

The business should consider how any prospective investigator may appear if they are called as a witness
in court, or to give evidence before any governmental committee or regulatory panel. They should also
consider whether the employee accused of wrongdoing should have any say in the choice of investigator;
this would not typically occur, but having the employee’s buy-in can increase the chances of a successful
outcome to the investigation.

It is becoming increasingly common for businesses to use an external consultant or lawyer to conduct
workplace investigations. This may be beneficial where it is not operationally viable within the employer
organisation to have a different person conducting the investigation and the disciplinary hearing, or if the
investigation is particularly sensitive or complex, or relates to a very senior employee. If an external
investigator is appointed, the employer remains responsible for that investigation.
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