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15. Does the employee under investigation have a
right to be accompanied or have legal representation
during the investigation?

Hong Kong
Author: Wynne Mok , Jason Cheng , Audrey Li

Absent any right conferred by the employment contract or the relevant internal policy, employees do not
have a right under Hong Kong law to be accompanied or have legal representation during an investigation
meeting or interview. While the employee being investigated is entitled to seek his or her own legal advice
during the investigation, employers have discretion on whether to allow the employee to be accompanied
or represented by his or her legal adviser in an investigation meeting or interview. That said, to ensure
fairness in the process and to avoid unnecessary allegations of undue influence, the employer may
consider allowing the employee to have legal representatives present, especially if serious allegations are
made against the employee and the outcome of the investigation could have a significant impact on the
employee’s future.
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In the case of an employee involved in an internal investigation, a distinction must be made as to whether
the employee is acting purely as an informant or whether there are conflicting interests between the
company and the employee involved. If the employee is acting purely as an informant, the employee has,
in principle, no right to be accompanied by their own legal representative.[1]

However, if there are conflicting interests between the company and the employee involved, when the
employee is accused of any misconduct, the employee must be able to be accompanied by their own legal
representative. For example, if the employee's conduct might potentially constitute a criminal offence, the
involvement of a legal representative must be permitted.[2] Failure to allow an accused person to be
accompanied by a legal representative during an internal investigation, even though the facts in question
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are relevant to criminal law, raises the question of the admissibility of statements made in a subsequent
criminal proceeding. The principles of the Swiss Criminal Procedure Code cannot be undermined by
alternatively collecting evidence in civil proceedings and thus circumventing the stricter rules applicable in
criminal proceedings.[3]

In general, it is advisable to allow the involvement of a legal representative to increase the willingness of
the employee involved to cooperate.

 

[1] Claudia Götz Staehelin, Unternehmensinterne Untersuchungen, 2019, p. 37.

[2] Simona Wantz/Sara Licci, Arbeitsvertragliche Rechte und Pflichten bei internen Untersuchungen, in:
Jusletter 18 February 2019, N 59.

[3] Roger Rudolph, Interne Untersuchungen: Spannungsfelder aus arbeitsrechtlicher Sicht, SJZ 114/2018, p.
392; Niklaus Ruckstuhl, BSK-StPO, Art. 158 StPO N 36.
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24. What next steps are available to the employer?

Hong Kong
Author: Wynne Mok , Jason Cheng , Audrey Li

If the outcome of the investigation reveals that misconduct has been committed by the employee, the
employer may consider whether it should allow the employee to defend him or herself against such
findings. If the employment contract or relevant internal policies specify a right to be heard on the part of
the employee through a disciplinary hearing before any actions can be taken against him or her, such
procedures should be followed.

Assuming the employer maintains its findings that the employee has committed misconduct after the
conclusion of the disciplinary hearing (if any), the employer may consider taking one of the following
disciplinary actions against the employee depending on the nature and severity of the misconduct:

Verbal or written warning – this is a common form of disciplinary action. The employer may consider
including the nature of the misconduct and the potential consequences of repeating such misconduct
(for example, termination of employment) in the warning to be given to the employee;
Termination with notice – the EO allows employers and employees to terminate the employment with
notice. It is not necessary to give reasons for the termination unless the employee concerned has been
employed for at least 24 months, in which case the employer shall demonstrate a valid reason for the
termination as defined under the EO;
Suspension – the employer may suspend the employee without pay for up to 14 days in circumstances
where the misconduct concerned justifies a summary dismissal, or where a decision on summary
dismissal is pending. The employee may also be suspended where there is a criminal proceeding
against him or her relevant to the investigation, until the conclusion of the criminal proceeding (as
discussed in question 3);[1] and
Summary dismissal – the employer may terminate an employment contract without notice if the
employee is found to have:

wilfully disobeyed a lawful and reasonable order;
failed to duly and faithfully discharge his duties;
committed fraud or acted dishonesty; or
been habitually neglectful in his duties.[2]
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[1] EO section 11(1).

[2] EO section 9. The employer is also entitled to summarily dismiss an employee on any other ground on
which he would be entitled to terminate the contract without notice at common law.
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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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