
 

 

According to the Occupational Safety & Health Administration (OSHA) fact sheet on 

workplace violence, the definition of workplace violence is “violence or the threat of violence 

against workers”. This behavior can occur at or outside the workplace and can range from 

threats and verbal abuse to physical assaults and homicide. Workplace violence transcends all 

sizes of work establishments from international corporations to small business. 

 

Introduction 

Based on information from OSHA, some two million American workers each year are victims of workplace 

violence. According to the Bureau of Labor Statics (BLS), assaults and violent acts accounted for 16% of 

workplace fatalities in 2008. This equates to 811 deaths. In addition, there were 22,690 non-fatal 

occupational injuries resulting in lost workdays, which were directly related to workplace violence. BLS data 

goes on to state that females are 50% more likely to become a victim than males. 

Workers in certain occupations have an increased risk of experiencing violence in the workplace. They include 

workers that exchange money with the public; deliver passengers, goods, or services; work alone or in small 

groups during late night or early morning hours; or work high crime areas. Workers who have high levels of 

contact with the public are also more at risk. They include healthcare and social service workers, retail 

workers, utility employees, phone and cable TV installers, and taxi drivers. 

It is estimated that the annual economic loss to business owners due to workplace violence is $5 billion.  

These dollars are related to lost production, personnel replacement, retraining, medical treatment, and 

administration costs. 

Discussion 

Workplace violence prevention – While there are many opinions regarding who is responsible for taking 

the lead in the prevention of workplace violence, all research points to the benefits of a written Workplace 

Violence Prevention Program. This program should contain at least the following elements: 

 Assessing the risk 
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 Identification of high risk occupations 

 Employee screening 

 Employee education 

 Protecting the workplace 

 Employee behavior assessment 

 Incident response procedures 

Additional detailed information may be obtained from any of the references listed at the end of this Risk 

Topic. 

Assessing the risk – Analyzing the exposures and the company’s ability to handle a potentially violent 

situation is the first step in identifying the need for a workplace violence protection program. Identifying high-

risk occupations and security is important. This assessment should include the following: 

 Identify jobs or locations with the greatest risk of violence 

 Note high-risk factors such as building layout or design, isolated locations and job activities, lighting 

problems, lack of telephones and other communication devices, areas of easy unsecured access, and 

areas with previous security problems 

 Evaluate the effectiveness of existing security measures, including engineering controls 

Identification of high risk occupations – As identified earlier, some occupations are more prone to 

workplace violence. These include, but are not limited to retail trade, healthcare workers, teachers, and 

taxi/bus drivers. Answer the questions below to identify any occupations or activities that may put your 

employees at higher risk. If you answer ‘yes’ to any of the following questions, then your company most likely 

has workers considered to be in high-risk occupations. These questions were developed from information 

contained in the OSHA fact sheet on workplace violence. 

 Do your employees exchange money with the public, deliver passengers, goods, or services, or work 

alone? 

 Do employees work in small groups, during late night or early morning hours, in high-crime areas, or 

in community settings and homes where they have extensive contact with the public? 

 Does your company include occupations such as healthcare and social service workers, visiting nurses, 

psychiatric evaluators, probation officers, community workers such as gas and water utility 

employees, phone and cable TV installers, letter carriers, retail workers, and taxi drivers? 

Take steps to reduce the risk and increase security for those high-risk occupations. 

Guidance 

Employee screening – Conduct background checks as allowed by state and federal laws. Adopt a “drug 

free” workplace and initiate a drug testing program. Investigating the background of potential employees is a 
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vital component in lessening of the risk for workplace violence. Check with your local law enforcement 

agency regarding at-risk behavior or warning signs to look for. 

Employee education - Make sure all employees are aware of the type of behavior that is not acceptable in 

the workplace. Examples include verbal abuse of coworkers, harassing e-mails or telephone calls, excessive 

displays of temper or aggressive outbursts. Train employees to recognize violent behavior patterns or warning 

signs, such as an inability to handle criticism, or making jokes about violent acts. Discuss ways to protect 

employees, including use of the “buddy system”. In addition, employees should know exactly what to do in 

the event of the emergency, who to contact and when. Document the content of training and keep records 

of the individuals who attended the sessions. 

Protecting the workplace – Here are ways to protect your workplace and help to reduce the risk of 

workplace violence: 

 Minimize access of outsiders to the work environment 

 Provide adequate lighting in all areas, both inside and out 

 Consider physical changes to your facility as appropriate, such as limiting access of visitors to 

reception areas or placing a barrier between patrons and employees 

 Install video surveillance and alarms if possible 

 Secure and limit any money on hand 

If you are considering allowing employees to carry weapons, review the laws in your state regarding 

concealed weapons. Refer to the Zurich Risk Topic “Concealed weapons in public and the workplace,” April 

2009 for additional information on the subject. 

Employee behavior assessment – Assessing employee behavior is another key element in reducing the 

potential of workplace violence. The following information about five warning signs appears in Appendix D of 

the Minnesota Department of Labor & Industry, “Workplace Violence Program, A Comprehensive Guide for 

Employers and Employees”. 

Five warning signs of escalating behavior and suggested responses 

Confusion – Behavior characterized by bewilderment or distraction. Unsure or uncertain of the next course of 

action. 

 Listen to their concerns 

 Ask clarifying questions 

 Give them factual information 

Frustration – Behavior characterized by reaction or resistance to information. Impatience. Feeling a sense of 

defeat in the attempt of accomplishment. May try to bait you. 

 See steps above 

 Consider relocating to quiet location or setting 
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 Reassure them 

 Make a sincere attempt to clarify concerns 

Blame – Placing responsibility for problems on everyone else. Accusing or holding you responsible. Finding 

fault or error with the action of others. They may place blame directly on you. Crossing over to potentially 

hazardous behavior. 

 See steps above 

 Disengage and bring second party into the discussion 

 Use teamwork approach 

 Draw client back to facts 

 Use probing questions 

 Create “yes” momentum 

Anger – judgment call required – Characterized by visible change in body posture and disposition. Actions 

include pounding fists, pointing fingers, shouting or screaming. This signals very risky behavior. 

 Use venting techniques 

 Do not offer solutions 

 Do not argue with comments made 

 Prepare to evacuate or isolate 

 Contact supervisor and/or security 

Hostility – judgment call required – Physical actions or threats which appear imminent. Acts of physical 

harm or property damage. Out-of-control behavior signals that they have crossed over the line. 

 Disengage and evacuate 

 Attempt to isolate person if it can be done safely 

 Alert supervisor and contact security immediately 

Incident response procedures – Incident response procedures should be determined in advance so that they 

can be used at a moment’s notice if/when needed. Procedures would certainly involve calling police and local 

security and may involve moving employees out of harm’s way as soon as it can be done safely. Always 

completely investigate all instances or workplace violence no matter how minor. Take immediate action to 

prevent future vents from occurring. 

Conclusion 

Workplace violence is a major cause of deaths, serious injuries, and lost workdays for all sizes of business, 

from large international corporations to small family run businesses. Violent acts and the threat of violence 
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can be reduced with the implementation of a written workplace violence prevention program. Only through 

the proactive involvement of management and employees will businesses find themselves in a position to 

eliminate these kinds of incidents. 
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The information in this publication was compiled from sources believed to be reliable for informational purposes only. All 
sample policies and procedures herein should serve as a guideline, which you can use to create your own policies and 
procedures. We trust that you will customize these samples to reflect your own operations and believe that these samples 
may serve as a helpful platform for this endeavor. Any and all information contained herein is not intended to constitute 
advice (particularly not legal advice). Accordingly, persons requiring advice should consult independent advisors when 
developing programs and policies. We do not guarantee the accuracy of this information or any results and further assume 
no liability in connection with this publication and sample policies and procedures, including any information, methods or 
safety suggestions contained herein. We undertake no obligation to publicly update or revise any of this information, 
whether to reflect new information, future developments, events or circumstances or otherwise. Moreover, Zurich reminds 
you that this cannot be assumed to contain every acceptable safety and compliance procedure or that additional procedures 
might not be appropriate under the circumstances. The subject matter of this publication is not tied to any specific insurance 
product nor will adopting these policies and procedures ensure coverage under any insurance policy. 
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