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Workplace investigation: line manager guide
This guide helps you, as a line manager, run workplace investigations fairly, consistently, and lawfully. It follows the key principles of the ACAS Code of Practice, the official UK guidance on fair disciplinary and grievance procedures. This guide is written for smaller organisations, where the line manager often carries out the investigation. Investigation meetings can take place face-to-face or over Teams.
Workplace investigations are essential for dealing with concerns, complaints, and allegations. A well-run investigation does five things.
· Finds the facts: it establishes what happened, when it happened, and who was involved.
· Protects fairness: it makes sure everyone is treated consistently and without bias.
· Builds trust: staff have more confidence in the outcome when the process is transparent and even-handed.
· Reduces legal risk: tribunals and other bodies expect employers to follow a fair process. If you do not follow a fair process, this can lead to reputational damage, financial loss, and a finding of unfair dismissal.
· Supports decision-making: clear, factual evidence helps the organisation make sound, proportionate decisions about next steps.
Following the steps in this guide will help you do the following.
· Stay compliant with the ACAS Code of Practice and other good-practice guidance.
· Act promptly and proportionately, and avoid unnecessary delays.
· Keep the process impartial by focusing on facts rather than assumptions.
· Maintain confidentiality and handle personal data appropriately.
· Document the process clearly, so the evidence can support decisions if anyone questions them later.
This guidance helps you run every investigation professionally and consistently, no matter how small the issue may seem. By following it, you protect both the organisation and the individuals involved. You also help create a workplace culture where issues are addressed fairly and effectively.
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Step 1: Prepare
· Clarify the allegation. Work out what happened, when it happened, and who was involved.
· Make a plan. List the questions you need to ask, the witnesses you need to speak to, and the evidence you need to gather.
· Decide the format. Choose face-to-face or Teams. If you use Teams, you must check the call is private and the internet connection is good.
You must give written notice of the meeting. An email is fine. Explain the reason for the meeting, the date, the time, and the location, and say whether the employee can bring someone with them. You need to give reasonable notice where practicable.
Step 2: Gather evidence
· Collect emails, chat logs, documents, and CCTV footage.
· Collect witness accounts from people with direct knowledge of events, not from gossip or hearsay.
· Keep all evidence secure and confidential.
Step 3: Conduct interviews
Before the interview
· Send an invitation that states the purpose of the meeting, the employee's right to be accompanied, and that it is a fact-finding meeting.
· Check the reasonable notice guidance below when you decide how urgent the meeting is.
· Provide any relevant documents in advance.
Reasonable notice for non-urgent cases
Where an investigation is not urgent, and there is no risk to evidence or witnesses, you must give the employee reasonable notice before the meeting. Use the following as a guide.
· 2 to 3 working days is often suitable in smaller organisations, where scheduling is straightforward.
· Up to 5 working days is advisable in some cases. This includes when there is more information to review, the employee works part-time, or they may need more time to arrange a representative.
Giving sufficient notice allows the employee to prepare, arrange accompaniment if they wish, and review any documents you provide. You should only use shorter notice where there is a clear and justified reason.
You can use the email template below to invite the employee to an investigation meeting.
Email template
Subject: Invitation to investigation meeting
Dear [insert name],
I am writing to invite you to attend an investigation meeting.
Date: [insert date]
Time: [insert time]
Place or platform: [insert location or Teams link]
Investigating manager: [insert name]
The purpose of this meeting is to gather information about [insert brief reason for investigation, for example 'an incident reported on [date] involving [name]']. This is a fact-finding meeting only, and we will not make any decisions at this stage.
This is an informal meeting, but you can bring a colleague or trade union representative with you if they are available at the scheduled time. Please tell me in advance if someone will accompany you.
If you have any documents, messages, or information that you think are relevant, you are welcome to share these at the meeting.
Interview script for face-to-face or Teams meetings
Keep the following points in mind during the interview.
· Use neutral, open questions.
· Keep your tone professional and non-judgmental.
· Take notes, or record the meeting with the employee's consent.
· Summarise the discussion at the end, to confirm you both understand it in the same way.
Opening the meeting
Use an opening like this: "Thank you for joining me today. This is an investigation meeting to gather facts about [brief description of allegation]. It is not a disciplinary hearing, and we have not made any decisions yet. You can have a colleague or trade union representative with you if you wish, provided they are available at the scheduled time. I will be taking notes, and if you are happy for us to, we may record the meeting for accuracy."
Confirm before you start
· Confirm that the employee understands why you invited them to the meeting.
· Confirm that they feel comfortable to proceed.
Questions to ask
Adapt these questions as needed.
· Can you describe what happened, in your own words?
· When and where did this take place?
· Who else was present?
· What did you see, hear, or do?
· Were there any documents, emails, or messages connected to this?
· Has anything like this happened before?
· Is there anything else I should know?
Closing the meeting
Use a closing like this: "Thank you for your time and cooperation. I will write up my notes and share them with you, so you can confirm they are accurate. If you think of anything later, please contact me."
After the interview
· Write up your notes immediately.
· Ask the employee to confirm the notes are accurate, and to sign or email their agreement.
Step 4: Conclude the investigation
You must complete the investigation report template. See appendix 1 for the template. You can also find the report template at the end of this guide.
Step 5: Review and conclude
If the investigation takes longer than expected, you must record the reasons for the delay. You need to update the employee on progress regularly.
· Weigh all the evidence fairly.
· Decide if there is a case to answer, meaning there is enough evidence to justify further action, such as a disciplinary hearing.
· Write a short, clear investigation report.
Suspension
After the investigation, you may need to suspend the employee. Suspension should never be a default action when you start an investigation. You must only use it when it is reasonable, necessary, and proportionate.
Base the decision to suspend on clear evidence that letting the employee continue to work could cause one of the risks below.
When suspension may be appropriate
· Serious risk to people or property, for example allegations of violence, harassment, or a safety breach where there is a potential ongoing danger.
· Risk to the investigation, for example a genuine concern that the employee could interfere with witnesses, destroy evidence, or otherwise compromise the process.
· A legal or regulatory requirement. Some roles require removal from duties while you investigate allegations, for example safeguarding roles in schools or care settings.
When suspension is not normally appropriate
· Minor misconduct or performance issues, where the employee can stay at work safely.
· Situations where you can manage the risk in another way, for example:
· Changing the employee's shifts or work location.
· Removing access to certain systems or files.
· Adjusting duties to avoid contact with certain people.
Good practice if you use suspension
In the suspension letter, state that you will keep the decision under regular review, and confirm how often you will review it.
· Consider alternatives first, and record why they are not suitable.
· Keep the suspension short: only as long as necessary to complete the key parts of the investigation.
· Confirm the suspension in writing. State that suspension is a neutral act, not a disciplinary sanction, and set out the practical arrangements, for example pay, contact, and restrictions.
· Maintain contact with the employee: update them on progress and review the need for suspension regularly.
· Protect confidentiality, and avoid sharing unnecessary details with colleagues.
Key ACAS principles for suspension
· Suspension must be reasonable and justifiable.
· You must document the decision, so you can explain it if anyone challenges it.
· The employee must stay on full pay, unless their contract or a legal provision says otherwise.
Principles of investigation meetings
Investigation meetings are informal fact-finding sessions. They are not disciplinary hearings, and you will not make any decisions at this stage. The aim is to gather information and establish the facts fairly and impartially.
Meetings may take place face-to-face or over Teams, depending on what is practical. You must take notes, and keep the tone neutral and non-accusatory.
Right to be accompanied
There is no legal right to be accompanied at an investigation meeting. This right applies only to disciplinary or grievance hearings. However, as good practice, you can allow the employee to have a colleague or trade union representative present. This applies if that person is available at the scheduled time. If the employee's chosen companion is not available, you do not need to postpone the meeting unless it is reasonable to do so.
When you may limit notice
In rare cases, there is a genuine risk that evidence could be destroyed, altered, or tampered with. When this happens, you can limit the notice period and hold the meeting at short notice, even on the same day. You must always secure the evidence first, and explain your reasons for the urgency. You must also keep the meeting fair, by outlining the allegation in general terms and giving the employee the chance to respond.
Data protection and confidentiality
You must store evidence and the investigation report securely, and limit access to people who need to see them. Share the report with the employee, and apply UK GDPR (the UK's data protection law). Use proportionate redaction where necessary: this means removing or hiding personal details that are not needed. Retain records only for as long as needed, and dispose of them securely.
Workplace investigation report template
Use this template to write up your investigation report.
	Field
	Details

	Name of the person being investigated
	[insert name]

	Investigator
	[insert name]

	Job title
	[insert job title]

	Date investigation started
	[insert date]

	Date investigation completed
	[insert date]


Background
Outline the allegation or concern, and explain how it came to light.
Scope of investigation
Describe what you investigated: the exact issues, events, or allegations you looked into.
Process followed
List the evidence you reviewed, the people you interviewed, and whether meetings were face-to-face or on Teams.
Summary of evidence
Give a factual summary of what each witness said, the relevant documents, and any other material you considered.
Findings of fact
List the proven or agreed facts. Avoid opinions or speculation. State whether there is a case to answer, and give recommendations for next steps.
Conclusion
State whether there is a case to answer. Give recommendations for next steps, for example proceed to disciplinary action, informal action, or no case to answer.
	Field
	Details

	Investigator signature
	[insert signature]

	Date
	[insert date]



For advice from an HR professional at Breathing Space HR, call 0113 426 7735 or email us at howtohr@breathingspacehr.co.uk
DISCLAIMER: Breathing Space HR offers advice and these documents to UK organisations as a free service and cannot be responsible or liable to any person or entity in respect of any cost, loss or damage caused, consequential or otherwise, directly or indirectly by the information contained in any advice, policies or procedures or their component parts, this includes any mistakes therein on this website.
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Breathing Space HR Ltd,   Registered Office:  19 King Street, The Civic Quarter, Wakefield, WF1 2SQ
                                                                            Company Registration Number 5872679                                                         Page 1 of 2
image1.png




image2.png




