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09. What additional considerations apply when the
investigation involves whistleblowing?
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Hong Kong does not have a comprehensive legislative framework relating to whistleblowing. Therefore, in
general, employers are free to establish whistleblowing policies and procedures and confer such protections
on whistleblowers as they see fit. That said, companies listed on the Main Board of the SEHK are expected
to establish a whistleblowing policy and system for employees to voice concerns anonymously about
possible improprieties in the companies’ affairs. If a listed issuer deviates from this practice, it must explain
the deviation.[1]

When an investigation involves whistleblowing, the employer needs to comply with the relevant policy and
system and provide the whistleblower with such protections as stated in the policy. The employer should
not ignore a complaint simply because it was made anonymously, and should ascertain the substance of
the complaint to decide whether a full-blown investigation is warranted.

In addition, the employer should seek to establish a secure communication channel with the whistleblower
to gather more information about the complaint or misconduct while maintaining the confidentiality of his
or her identity. If the complaint is serious, the employer may consider referring the complaint to a law
enforcement agency or regulator as they would be better placed in protecting the anonymity of the
whistleblower while proceeding with the investigation. That said, employers generally have no obligation to
report internal wrongdoing to any external body (please see question 25 for exceptions). The employer may
assess whether it is appropriate to do so on a case-by-case basis.

[1] The Corporate Governance Code, Appendix 14 of the Rules Governing the Listing of Securities on the
Stock Exchange of Hong Kong Limited.
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If an employee complains to his or her superiors about grievances or misconduct in the workplace and is
subsequently dismissed, this may constitute an unlawful termination (article 336, Swiss Code of
Obligations). However, the prerequisite for this is that the employee behaves in good faith, which is not the
case if he or she is (partly) responsible for the grievance.
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19. What if the employee under investigation raises a
grievance during the investigation?
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As discussed in question 11, an employer owes an implied obligation of trust and confidence towards its
employees under common law. This means that an employer cannot disregard a genuine complaint made
by an employee even if the employee is under internal investigation. The employer may have put in place
an employee grievance handling policy, which should be followed when handling the employee’s grievance.

If the grievance raised relates to how the workplace investigation is being conducted (for example, it is
alleged that the investigator has a conflict of interest or is biased), the employer should consider
suspending the investigation until this grievance is properly addressed to ensure fairness. However, if the
grievance is nothing but an attempt to delay or hinder the investigation, the employer may be entitled to
proceed with the investigation regardless. The employer should therefore carefully assess the nature and
validity of any grievance raised in each case. The employer should also consider its rights under the
employment contract if the employee is being uncooperative or obstructive.
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In the context of private internal investigations, grievances initially raised by the employee do not usually
have an impact on the investigation.

However, if the employer terminates the employment contract due to a justified legal complaint raised by
an employee, a court might consider the termination to be abusive and award the employee compensation
in an amount to be determined by the court but not exceeding six months’ pay for the employee (article
336 paragraph 1 (lit. b) and article 337c paragraph 3, Swiss Code of Obligations). Furthermore, a
termination by the employer may be challenged if it takes place without good cause following a complaint
of discrimination by the employee to a superior or the initiation of proceedings before a conciliation board
or a court by the employee (article 10, Federal Act on Gender Equality).
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