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03. Can an employee be suspended during a
workplace investigation? Are there any conditions on
suspension (eg, pay, duration)? 
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An employee may be suspended or relocated during a workplace investigation by:

suspending the employee as a precautionary measure (eg, pending a confirmation of dismissal);
temporarily assigning the employee to another site; or
exempting the employee from having to work while continuing to pay them their salary.

The employee can be suspended as a precautionary measure, pending confirmation of dismissal, but this
implies that disciplinary proceedings have already begun and that the investigation is therefore at a
relatively advanced stage and that there is sufficient evidence to suggest the need for disciplinary action. It
should be made clear to the employee that the suspension is a provisional measure (in the absence of
specifying this, the suspension could be interpreted as a disciplinary layoff constituting a sanction and, in
some jurisdictions, as depriving the employer of the possibility of dismissing the employee for the same
facts).

Temporary reassignment can also be considered. However, this contractual change must not apply for long
and the measure taken must be temporary. The employer must act promptly – the measure is only valid for
as long as the investigation continues. Failing this, and because of the absence of concurrent disciplinary
proceedings, there is considerable risk that the temporary reassignment may be reclassified by a judge as
an illegal modification of the employment contract or as a disciplinary sanction preventing the employee
from subsequently being dismissed.

Finally, paid exemption from work is also possible and consists of temporarily suspending, by mutual
agreement, the obligation of the employer to provide work for the employee and the employee’s obligation
to work, without affecting their remuneration. Such a measure must generally be taken with the consent of
the employee, because it implies a suspension (and therefore a modification) of the employment contract.
This measure may be useful in temporarily removing an employee with whom the employer maintains a
good relationship. This may be an employee who is or feels they are a victim of harassment, especially
when the employee is not on sick leave.
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It is possible to suspend an employee during a workplace investigation.[1] While there are no limits on
duration, the employee will remain entitled to full pay during this time.

 

[1] David Rosenthal et al., Praxishandbuch für interne Untersuchungen und eDiscovery, Release 1.01,
Zürich/Bern 2021, p. 181.
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08. Can the employer search employees’ possessions
or files as part of an investigation?
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In internal investigations, the fundamental rights and freedoms of employees are at stake,  including the
right to privacy, respect for the privacy of home life and correspondence, freedom of expression, and the
obligation of loyalty in searching for evidence.

In principle, work emails and files can be reviewed, even without the employee's consent, prior knowledge
or warning. This includes: work email accounts; files stored on a work computer or a USB key connected to
a work computer; and SMS messages and files stored on a work mobile phone and documents stored in the
workplace unless they are labelled as “personal”. On the other hand, it is not permissible for an employer
(or an investigator) to review “personal” emails and files, such as documents or emails identified as
“personal” by the employee, or personal email accounts (Gmail, Yahoo, etc), even if accessed from a work
computer.

There are certain exceptions to the above principle. An employer is allowed to check “personal” emails or
data in any of the following cases:

if the employee is present during the review;
if the employee is absent, but was duly notified and invited to be present;
if there is a particularly serious “specific risk or event”;
if the review is authorised by a judge (this means having to prove a legitimate reason justifying not
informing the employee).

When documents or emails are not marked as “personal” but contain information of a personal nature, the
employer may open and review the data but may not use such documents or emails to justify applying
disciplinary measures to the employee or use such documents or emails as evidence in court if they indeed
relate to the employee’s private life.

Special attention must be given to employee representatives who must be entirely free to carry out their
duties.
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The basic rule is that the employer may not search private data during internal investigations.

If there is a strong suspicion of criminal conduct on the part of the employee and a sufficiently strong
justification exists, a search of private data may be justified.[1] The factual connection with the
employment relationship is given, for example, in the case of a criminal act committed during working
hours or using workplace infrastructure.[2]

 

[1] Claudia Fritsche, Interne Untersuchungen in der Schweiz: Ein Handbuch für regulierte Finanzinstitute
und andere Unternehmen, Zürich/St. Gallen 2013, p. 168.

[2] Claudia Fritsche, Interne Untersuchungen in der Schweiz: Ein Handbuch für regulierte Finanzinstitute
und andere Unternehmen, Zürich/St. Gallen 2013, p. 168 et seq.
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