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06. Can co-workers be compelled to act as witnesses?
What legal protections do employees have when
acting as witnesses in an investigation?

Belgium
Author: Nicolas Simon

Employees cannot be forced by their employer to act as a witness. If they decide to nonetheless testify as a
witness, they do not, in principle, have particular rights. If the employee puts himself in a difficult or even
dangerous position to act as a witness, it is up to the employer to offer the necessary protection or take
measures to prevent any harm (eg, by keeping the identity of the witness confidential or by planning the
hearing at a place or time when the employees involved are not aware of it).  

However, this is not the case for whistleblowing reports, where a witness might be seen as a “facilitator”
who can receive protection against any retaliation by the employer.

Also, workers who were direct witnesses to official allegations of sexual harassment, violence or bullying at
work are protected against retaliation by the employer. This also applies to witnesses in court.

Last updated on 15/09/2022

Switzerland
Author: Laura Widmer , Sandra Schaffner

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
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
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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.

Last updated on 15/09/2022

11. What information must the employee under
investigation be given about the allegations against
them?

Belgium
Author: Nicolas Simon

In general, the employee should be informed that there is an ongoing investigation (unless this could
jeopardise the investigation, in which case disclosure could be postponed until this is no longer the
situation). Next, before imposing measures or sanctions, the employee should be allowed to be heard or to
give his or her version of the facts. Of course, the employee can only do this if he or she is aware of the
facts being investigated. It is not necessary to give the employee a full insight into the investigation, only
the necessary facts that allow him or her to offer a defence are sufficient.

Last updated on 15/09/2022

Switzerland
Author: Laura Widmer , Sandra Schaffner

As a result of the employer's duty of care (article 328, Swiss Code of Obligations), employees under
investigation have certain procedural rights. These include, in principle, the right of the accused to be
heard. In this context, the accused has the right to be informed at the beginning of the questioning about
the subject of the investigation and at least the main allegations and they must be allowed to share their
view and provide exculpatory evidence.[1] The employer, on the other hand, is not obliged to provide the
employee with existing evidence, documents, etc, before the start of the questioning.[2]

Covert investigations in which employees are involved in informal or even private conversations to induce
them to provide statements are not compatible with the data-processing principles of good faith and the
requirement of recognisability, according to article 4 of the Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection.[3]

Also, rights to information arise from the Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection. In principle, the right to
information (article 8, Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection) is linked to a corresponding request for
information by the concerned person and the existence of data collection within the meaning of article 3
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(lit. g), Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection. Insofar as the documents from the internal investigation
recognisably relate to a specific person, there is in principle a right to information concerning these
documents. Subject to certain conditions, the right to information may be denied, restricted or postponed
by law (article 9 paragraph 1, Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection). For example, such documents and
reports may also affect the confidentiality and protection interests of third parties, such as other
employees. Based on the employer's duty of care (article 328, Swiss Code of Obligations), the employer is
required to protect them by taking appropriate measures (eg, by making appropriate redactions before
handing out copies of the respective documents (article 9 paragraph 1 (lit. b), Swiss Federal Act on Data
Protection)).[4] Furthermore, the employer may refuse, restrict or defer the provision of information where
the company’s interests override the employee’s, and not disclose personal data to third parties (article 9
paragraph 4, Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection). The right to information is also not subject to the
statute of limitations, and individuals may waive their right to information in advance (article 8 paragraph
6, Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection). If there are corresponding requests, the employer must generally
grant access, or provide a substantiated decision on the restriction of the right of access, within 30 days
(article 8 paragraph 5, Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection and article 1 paragraph 4, Ordinance to the
Federal Act on Data Protection).

 

[1] Roger Rudolph, Interne Untersuchungen: Spannungsfelder aus arbeitsrechtlicher Sicht, SJZ 114/2018, p.
390.

[2] Roger Rudolph, Interne Untersuchungen: Spannungsfelder aus arbeitsrechtlicher Sicht, SJZ 114/2018, p.
390.

[3] Roger Rudolph, Interne Untersuchungen: Spannungsfelder aus arbeitsrechtlicher Sicht, SJZ 114/2018, p.
390.

[4] Claudia Götz Staehelin, Unternehmensinterne Untersuchungen, 2019, p. 37.
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17. What other support can employees involved in the
investigation be given?

Belgium
Author: Nicolas Simon

There are no other mandatory support measures. However, an employer is free to offer additional support,
for example, by granting leave from work. If tensions at the workplace are high, it may be a good idea to
ask the employee under investigation to take some leave. Some companies also provide certain legal,
moral or even psychological support. If the complaint concerns sexual harassment, bullying or violence at
work, the prevention adviser can also recommend that the employer take additional measures to support
certain employees.

Furthermore, under the whistleblower rules, an external reporting authority can grant any support measure
(eg, legal advice or financial, technical, psychological or media-related, social support).

For complaints due to sexual harassment, violence or bullying at work, and if the facts are serious, the
prevention adviser should, during the examination of the request and before giving his or her opinion to the
employer, propose protective measures to the employer. These measures are necessary to avoid serious
damage to the complainant's health or a significant deterioration in the situation (for example, causing
opposing parties to commit criminal offences). The final decision on taking these measures rests with the
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employer. This means that the employer does not necessarily have to take the measures proposed by the
prevention adviser. They may take other measures that provide an equivalent level of protection for the
employee.
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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.

Last updated on 15/09/2022

at Bär & Karrer

ContributorsContributors

Belgium
Nicolas Simon
Van Olmen & Wynant

Switzerland
Laura Widmer
Sandra Schaffner
Bär & Karrer

https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/laura-widmer
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/sandra-schaffner
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/nicolas-simon
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/laura-widmer
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com/profiles/sandra-schaffner
https://www.internationalemploymentlawyer.com

	Workplace Investigations
	Contributing Editors
	06. Can co-workers be compelled to act as witnesses? What legal protections do employees have when acting as witnesses in an investigation?
	Flag / Icon  Belgium
	Belgium
	Flag / Icon  Switzerland
	Switzerland

	11. What information must the employee under investigation be given about the allegations against them?
	Flag / Icon  Belgium
	Belgium
	Flag / Icon  Switzerland
	Switzerland

	17. What other support can employees involved in the investigation be given?
	Flag / Icon  Belgium
	Belgium
	Flag / Icon  Switzerland
	Switzerland


	Contributors
	Belgium
	Switzerland



