
Workplace Investigations

Contributing Editors
Phil Linnard at Slaughter and May 
Clare Fletcher at Slaughter and May

02. How is a workplace investigation usually
commenced?

Austria
Author: Michaela Gerlach , Sonia Ben Brahim

In general, an internal investigation is only initiated if there is suspicion of a violation. The decision to
commence an internal investigation is up to the company, and it has to weigh the pros and cons. For
limited liability companies, which are subject to the Association Responsibility Act, an internal investigation
may exempt them from criminal liability. Disadvantages may include investigation costs, disruption of
operations, discovery of information requiring later disclosure, possible negative media coverage and
increased risk of exposure to external parties.

Investigations can relate to specific individuals, departments, or the entire company. An investigation may
include various measures, such as obtaining and analysing files and documents, conducting questionnaires
and employee interviews, monitoring internet use, video or telephone surveillance of employees and
setting up whistleblowing hotlines. Not all measures are acceptable without restrictions. The provisions of
labour law and data protection law must always be complied with.

To avoid wasting resources, the objectives of the investigation should be defined in advance. In addition,
the selection and sequence of instruments to be used should be determined. A legal assessment of the
chosen measures is essential to avoid legal complications.
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The trigger for an investigation in the workplace may be:

when an employee makes a report (eg, a report of harassment, a report of misconduct by another
employee, etc);
when an investigation is conducted by the Labour Standards Inspection Office or another regulatory
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agency;
when a criminal or illegal act is discovered in the workplace; or
when an internal audit conducted by the company reveals a problem.
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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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