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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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The company may place an employee who is subject to a workplace investigation under administrative
leave if this seems necessary or appropriate to ensure the integrity of the workplace investigation. While
administrative leave can take different forms, one way is to issue a “standby order” to the relevant
employee, instructing him or her not to come into work and prohibiting contact with other employees or
customers while the workplace investigation is ongoing.

Administrative leave is not a disciplinary action, but rather an exercise of the company’s authority to take
personnel management measures. This authority is generally subject to a “reasonableness” test, with the
Korean courts balancing the employer’s business necessity in placing the employee on administrative leave
with the inconvenience caused to the employee. In conducting the balancing test, the Korean courts have
considered whether the employee receives pay during the leave and the duration of the leave, among
other things. In general, if the duration of the leave is not excessive and is with full pay and benefits, the
employer’s management prerogative is likely to be recognised.

The company doesn't need to obtain the employee’s consent but, in practice, a company should consider
getting the employee’s acknowledgement that they have received the administrative leave notice.

In addition to Korean labour law, other factors such as the company’s rules of employment or a collective
bargaining agreement (if any) may affect the company’s ability to place the employee on administrative
leave, by providing for prescribed procedures for placing an employee on administrative leave or requiring
the company to obtain the union’s consent if a union leader or executive is involved.
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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?

South Korea
Author: Hyunjae Park , Paul Cho , Jihay Ellie Kwack , Kyson Keebong Paek

As discussed in question 7, it may be difficult for a company to search an employee’s personal possessions.
The company may search and gather electronic data stored in work laptops or company servers, subject to
legal requirements and restrictions (eg, obtaining consent). 

The PIPA provides specific guidance on the requirements for obtaining consent. Under the PIPA, to collect or
use an individual’s personal information, the information holder must be informed of and consent to:

the purpose of the collection or use;
the personal information that will be collected;
the period of retention and use; and
his or her right to refuse to provide consent and any disadvantages that may result from such refusal.

There are separate requirements for obtaining consent to provide an individual’s personal information to a
third party. Also, consent must be obtained separately for the collection, use or provision of sensitive or
unique identification information.

Under limited circumstances, personal information may be collected, used, or provided to third parties
without obtaining the consent of the information holder. For instance, a company may collect and use
personal information without obtaining consent where obtaining the information is necessary to achieve the
company’s “legitimate interests”, which clearly exceed the information holder’s right to his or her personal
information, and the collection and use are carried out within reasonable bounds. The term “legitimate
interests” in this context is generally understood as a concept similar to “justifiable act” under the Criminal
Code. The Korean Supreme Court has held that under exceptional circumstances such as the following, the
company’s collection and review of employee data may constitute a “justifiable act” under the Criminal
Code:

1. the company had specific and reasonable suspicion that the employee had committed a crime and the
company had an urgent need to verify the facts;

2. the scope of the company’s review was limited to the suspected crime through the use of keywords,
etc;

3. the employee had signed an agreement stating that he or she would not use work computers in an
unauthorised manner and that all work products would belong to the company; and

4. the company’s review uncovered materials that could be used to verify whether the employee
committed the alleged crime.
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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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