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04. Who should conduct a workplace investigation,
are there minimum qualifications or criteria that need
to be met?

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

While there are no laws that set minimum qualifications for who should conduct a workplace investigation,
companies often engage external legal counsel to ensure the investigation is conducted in an unbiased and
professional manner. If the company itself undertakes the workplace investigation, the company should
take precautions such as ensuring that the person conducting the investigation is not biased and not
involved in the alleged wrongdoing. If the person conducting the investigation cannot converse in the
native language of the employee under investigation, the company may consider arranging for an
interpreter when conducting interviews, to minimise the risk of misunderstanding.
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The examinations can be carried out internally by designated internal employees, by external specialists, or
by a combination thereof. The addition of external advisors is particularly recommended if the allegations
are against an employee of a high hierarchical level[1], if the allegations concerned are quite substantive
and, in any case, where an increased degree of independence is sought.

 

[1] David Rosenthal et al., Praxishandbuch für interne Untersuchungen und eDiscovery, Release 1.01,
Zürich/Bern 2021, p. 18.
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06. Can co-workers be compelled to act as witnesses?
What legal protections do employees have when
acting as witnesses in an investigation?
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While there are no laws to compel co-workers to act as witnesses, the company may have internal policies
(eg, rules of employment, code of conduct) that require employees to cooperate with company actions such
as a workplace investigation. That said, it would be difficult to enforce such policies even if the employee
refuses to cooperate (eg, taking disciplinary action against an employee who refuses to act as a witness).

There may be instances when the company is required to provide certain legal protection to employees
acting as witnesses in an investigation. For example, if a whistleblower falling under the WPA is required to
act as a witness, they would be entitled to legal protections as discussed in question 1. The company may
also have internal policies that provide protection to employees acting as witnesses in an investigation.
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Due to the employee's duty of loyalty towards the employer and the employer's right to give instructions to
its employees, employees generally must take part in an ongoing investigation and comply with any
summons for questioning if the employer demands this (article 321d, Swiss Code of Obligations). If the
employees refuse to participate, they generally are in breach of their statutory duties, which may lead to
measures such as a termination of employment.

The question of whether employees may refuse to testify if they would have to incriminate themselves is
disputed in legal doctrine.[1] However, according to legal doctrine, a right to refuse to testify exists if
criminal conduct regarding the questioned employee or a relative (article 168 et seq, Swiss Criminal
Procedure Code) is involved, and it cannot be ruled out that the investigation documentation may later end
up with the prosecuting authorities (ie, where employees have a right to refuse to testify in criminal
proceedings, they cannot be forced to incriminate themselves by answering questions in an internal
investigation).[2]

 

[1] Nicolas Facincani/Reto Sutter, Interne Untersuchungen: Rechte und Pflichten von Arbeitgebern und
Angestellten, published on hrtoday.ch, last visited on 17 June 2022.

[2] Same opinion: Nicolas Facincani/Reto Sutter, Interne Untersuchungen: Rechte und Pflichten von
Arbeitgebern und Angestellten, published on hrtoday.ch, last visited on 17 June 2022.
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