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02. How is a workplace investigation usually
commenced?
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Internal investigations are usually initiated after reports about possible violations of the employer's code of
conduct, applicable laws or regulations have been submitted by employees to their superiors, the human
resources department or designated internal reporting systems such as hotlines (including whistleblowing
hotlines).

For an internal investigation to be initiated, there must be a reasonable suspicion (grounds).[1] If no such
grounds exist, the employer must ask the informant for further or more specific information. If no grounds
for reasonable suspicion exists, the case must be closed. If grounds for reasonable suspicion exist, the
appropriate investigative steps can be initiated by a formal investigation request from the company
management.[2]

 

[1] Claudia Fritsche, Interne Untersuchungen in der Schweiz: Ein Handbuch für regulierte Finanzinstitute
und andere Unternehmen, Zürich/St. Gallen 2013, p. 21.

[2] Klaus Moosmayer, Compliance, Praxisleitfaden für Unternehmen, 2. A. München 2015, N 314.
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The trigger could come from several sources, such as a grievance from a current or former employee, a
complaint from external sources, a whistleblowing disclosure, or as the result of internal governance
measures.
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In each case, the employer will need to decide if an investigation is warranted. It may be required by
internal policies or regulatory requirements in some circumstances. Consideration must be given to
whether an investigation is feasible; for example, is the evidence still in existence and accessible? Are key
witnesses still employed or contactable?

If the employer concludes that an investigation is warranted, it should start without unreasonable delay.
The first step would usually be to set terms of reference, which outline the purpose and remit of the
investigation. These should be closely drafted and continually referred to, to avoid the investigation’s scope
expanding when new points arise (as they almost always will). An investigator will also need to be
appointed (see question 4).
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17. What other support can employees involved in the
investigation be given?

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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The employer needs to consider the health and wellbeing of all staff involved in the investigation, since this
can be a very stressful process. The employer and investigator can assist by ensuring that all parties are
aware of what is expected of them. Timings are also important; having a clear and expeditious timetable
and providing updates if the timetable slips will help. Regular catch-ups by managers can be used to
monitor how employees are coping. They should be reminded about any resources to help support them,
such as employee helplines or employee assistance programmes.
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Where an employer has particular concerns about an employee’s health, a referral to occupational health
can assist. The employer may also wish to consider whether employees should be given additional time off,
or whether any other adjustments can be made to the investigation process. For particularly serious
allegations, the employer may consider facilitating the provision of independent legal advice for the
employee, or making a contribution towards legal fees.
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