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08. Can the employer search employees’ possessions
or files as part of an investigation?
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An employer can search an employee’s personal possessions (eg, handbag, pockets and locker) if the
employer has a legitimate interest in a search. This could, for example, include a reasonable suspicion of
theft of employer property. Furthermore, an employer may search, but not continually monitor, an
employee’s computer and email provided that it is in accordance with GDPR requirements. For the
processing to be lawful under the GDPR, the employer has to establish a purpose and a legal basis for the
processing of personal data. Furthermore, data subjects must have received information on the legal basis
for and purpose of the processing of personal data beforehand. If the data subjects have not received such
information, the employer’s right to process their data is limited. However, if the employer has reasonable
grounds to believe that trade secrets or similar has been copied and stolen, no such requirements would

typically apply.

Investigations into an employee's possessions may, under certain circumstances, also be carried out by the
Swedish authorities.
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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]
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[1] Claudia Fritsche, Interne Untersuchungen in der Schweiz: Ein Handbuch fir regulierte Finanzinstitute
und andere Unternehmen, Zirich/St. Gallen 2013, p. 168.

[2] Claudia Fritsche, Interne Untersuchungen in der Schweiz: Ein Handbuch fir regulierte Finanzinstitute
und andere Unternehmen, Zurich/St. Gallen 2013, p. 168 et seq.
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If the Swedish Whistleblowing Act applies, the persons or entities handling the investigation have a duty of
confidentiality and may not, without permission, disclose any information that could reveal the identity of
the reporting person, any person subject to the report or any other person mentioned in the report or
during the investigation of the report. Access to personal data is limited to designated competent entities
or persons. Investigative material including personal data may not be shared with other persons or entities
during the investigation. Once the investigation has reached actionable conclusions, investigative material
may be shared with other persons or entities, such as HR or the police, provided that such sharing is
necessary to take action on the outcome of the investigation. Investigative material may also be shared if it
is necessary for the use of reports as evidence in legal proceedings or under the law or other regulations.

If the Swedish Whistleblowing Act does not apply, there are no particular confidentiality obligations for
employers. Yet, an employer needs to consider what information is suitable to share during an
investigation, how this is done and to whom it is shared. An employer must also respect employees’ privacy
in line with what is generally considered good practice in the labour market. This means that an employer
should be careful as to what sensitive and personal information is shared during an investigation.
Furthermore, the spreading of damaging information (even if true) about an employee to a wider group
may be a criminal offence under the Swedish Criminal Code.
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Besides the employee's duty of performance (article 319, Swiss Code of Obligations), the employment
relationship is defined by the employer's duty of care (article 328, Swiss Code of Obligations) and the
employee's duty of loyalty (article 321a, Swiss Code of Obligations). Ancillary duties can be derived from
the two duties, which are of importance for the confidentiality of an internal investigation.[1]

In principle, the employer must respect and protect the personality (including confidentiality and privacy)
and integrity of the employee (article 328 paragraph 1, Swiss Code of Obligations) and take appropriate
measures to protect the employee. Because of the danger of pre-judgment or damage to reputation as well
as other adverse consequences, the employer must conduct an internal investigation discreetly and
objectively. The limits of the duty of care are found in the legitimate self-interest of the employer.[2]
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In return for the employer's duty of care, employees must comply with their duty of loyalty and safeguard
the employer's legitimate interests. In connection with an internal investigation, employees must therefore
keep the conduct of an investigation confidential. Additionally, employees must keep confidential and not
disclose to any third party any facts that they have acquired in the course of the employment relationship,
and which are neither obvious nor publicly accessible.[3]

[1] Wolfgang Portmann/Roger Rudolph, BSK OR, Art. 328 N 1 et seq.

[2]Claudia Fritsche, Interne Untersuchungen in der Schweiz, Ein Handbuch fir Unternehmen mit
besonderem Fokus auf Finanzinstitute, p. 202.

[3]1 David Rosenthal et al., Praxishandbuch fur interne Untersuchungen und eDiscovery, Release 1.01,
ZUrich/Bern 2021, p. 133.
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