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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?
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Interviewing co-workers is often conducted in internal investigations. Company employees are generally
required to cooperate with company investigations, especially those who are in a position to instruct and
supervise employees, or those who are responsible for maintaining corporate order, since cooperation with
an investigation is itself the fulfilment of their duty to the company. Other employees are not compelled to
cooperate with such an investigation unless it is deemed necessary and reasonable. No specific legal
protection is provided for testifying in an investigation.

Last updated on 15/09/2022

Poland
Author: Wioleta Polak , Aleksandra Stępniewska , Julia Jewgraf

In general, an employee may not be forced to act as a witness, but based on the provisions of the Polish
Labour Code, an employee must act for the benefit of a working establishment or employer and perform
work in line with the instructions of an employer. A lack of cooperation from an employee (eg, refusing to
attend a hearing, hiding facts or even false testimony) may constitute a basis for the loss of an employer’s
trust in the employee and, as a consequence, may constitute a valid reason for termination (in some
specific situations, even without notice).

There is no formal protection for employees who act as witnesses. However, participation in an
investigation cannot result in negative consequences (eg, no retaliation is allowed). Also, during an
investigation, employees who are bound by professional secrecy are not required to provide information
that would imply a breach of such secrecy.
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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
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.
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24. What next steps are available to the employer?
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In an investigation into an employee's misconduct, based on the results of the investigation, disciplinary
action will be considered if there are grounds for disciplinary action, and dismissal will also be considered.
Personnel actions (eg, dismissal, reassignment) may also be taken.
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It depends on the outcome of the investigation: imposing penalties; reporting to a regulator; notifying a
suspected offence or civil claim; termination of an employment contract with or without notice; and
changes to the work organisation. Following the investigation, the employer must make some legal,
business or HR corrective actions.
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If the investigation uncovers misconduct, the question arises as to what steps should be taken. Of course,
the severity of the misconduct and the damage caused play a significant role. Furthermore, it must be
noted that the cooperation of the employee concerned may be of decisive importance for the outcome of
the investigation. The possibilities are numerous, ranging, for example, from preventive measures to
criminal complaints.[1]

If individual disciplinary actions are necessary, these may range from warnings to ordinary or immediate
termination of employment.

 

[1] David Rosenthal et al., Praxishandbuch für interne Untersuchungen und eDiscovery, Release 1.01,
Zürich/Bern 2021, p. 180 et seq.
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