


an outside contractor working on site; negligent
hiring and retention, meaning that the employer
is responsible for protecting other workers not
only by conducting a thorough pre-employment
investigation to determine a candidate’s suitabil-
ity for employment, but also for dismissing an
employee who after employment is deemed to
pose a threat to co-workers; and failure to warn
employees of potential threats. Because OSHA
mandates that the employer must provide a safe,
secure, and healthful work environment, compa-
nies that fail to address present workplace secu-
rity issues may pay dearly in the future.

Already multimillion-dollar settlements have
been awarded to victims of workplace violence,
their families, and their estates. In 1992, a West
Coast jury awarded $5.5 million to the family of
a female employee who was fatally stabbed after
rejecting the romantic advances of a temporary
worker at her place of employment.

Call to action

Clearly, there is no foolproof way to predict who
will behave aggressively or when violence will
occur and no way to prevent every random act
of violence. But precisely because it is known
that the potential for serious workplace violence
often is revealed by an offhand insult, by a
veiled threat, by an “accidental” shove, by men-
tion of a perceived injustice, management has an
opportunity to use this information to minimize
the chances that a damaging incident will take
place. There is much that business can do to
keep worksites safe.

Careful hiring is the most important deterrent to
on-the-job violence. 1t is difficult to overempha-
size the fact that time and resources invested
before hiring can help prevent costly and harmful
surprises. A thorough background check is an
absolutely essential first step in helping to keep
potentially difficult employees out of the work-
place. Candidates should be interviewed in per-

son; references should be meticulously checked;
resume and application facts should be verified;
military, driving, credit, and criminal histories
should be checked; and out-of-work time should
be accounted for. Where permitted by law, drug,
veracity and psychological tests should be
administered. Companies that hire outside con-
tractors to perform functions in-house should
check carefully to ensure that the contractors’
employees also are thoroughly screened.

Write a policy, publicize it, and follow it. Seek
the advice of experts to ensure that you have
addressed all aspects of the problem. In particu-
lar, specify a zero tolerance approach and state
clearly that any violence or threat of violence
will be grounds for dismissal. Requiring
employees to sign the policy before they are
hired ensures that they can be dismissed without
fear of recourse if they violate its provisions.

Train a threat management team to respond to
potential or actual violence. Develop proce-
dures, conditions, and documents for reporting
and defusing incidents. Plan and practice scenar-
ios periodically.

Take seriously reports of verbal or physical
harassment or intimidation. Never brush off an
employee’s concern that he or she feels unsafe
or in danger. Even seemingly insignificant
threats warrant thorough investigation. Failing to
follow up threats of violence not only leaves the
door open for acts of violence, but actually may
encourage it by conveying the tentative nature of
your commitment to combat the problem.

Offer help. Ensure that troubled employees can
discuss problems safely and confidentially.
Everyone has difficult times in their lives.
Establish an employee assistance program and
let employees know that support is available to
help them over hardships or obstacles.
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Provide constant feedback to employees. From
the day an employee begins work, management
should let the employee know how he or she is
doing. Annual performance appraisals should be
augmented with honest, consistent input from
supervisors. Discipline should be structured,
objective, and always documented. When an
employee’s work is not up to par, such an
approach can head off disaster by giving the
employee more time to get used to the idea of
possible termination.

Know the warning signs. But use your instincts
as well to judge the likelihood of trouble.
Indicators of the potential for violence include a
history of conflict; feelings of persecution;
expressed approval for violent solutions; difficul-
ty accepting criticism; depression or withdrawal
from social contact; too great a reliance on one’s
job for personal identity; substance abuse; fasci-
nation with weapons; violations of company
rules; domestic problems; deterioration in work
habits, health or hygiene; increased complaints;
romantic involvement with a co-worker; or any
notable changes in usual behavior.

Re-evaluate the duties of your security officers
to ensure that they are assigned in the most
effective manner. Highly trained security per-
sonnel can control access into, out of, and with-
in a facility; monitor work stations; and observe
and report suspicious activity. They can partici-
pate as well in safe termination procedures.

Incorporate physical and technological aids.
Metal detectors can identify weapons; panic but-
tons and alarm systems can summon assistance;
brighter lights can remove cover for criminals;
curved mirrors in hallways can reveal potential
danger; furniture arrangement can prevent
entrapment; escort services to parking lots can
help safeguard employees; hot lines can allow
anonymous reporting of “troubled” employees;
changed locks and access codes can prevent re-

entry of unwelcome personnel; and safeguards
built into computer systems can protect intellec-
tual property by ensuring that a disgruntled or
terminated employee cannot erase key data files.

Because the U.S. economy is expected to continue its
shift toward service and retail industries, those sec-
tors with the highest proportion of workplace vio-
lence, on-the-job assault is likely to increase into the
next century. Security directors must emphasize the
danger of viewing this projection with complacency
and the urgency of implementing the proactive mea-
sures detailed above.

At the same time, security directors must encourage
management to look beyond the workplace to
address factors that contribute to crime in the sur-
rounding community. In cooperation with law
enforcement agencies, business must work locally to
prevent children from developing into violent adults.
In-school programs that teach non-violent conflict
resolution and anger management, and after-school
programs that provide adequate supervision and
support and that offer alternatives to gangs and
drugs are approaches that can help steer future
workers away from crime and violence.

Through informed attention and proactive action,
American businesses can significantly minimize the
risk of violence in the workplace. The equation is
simple: The more action that an organization takes,
the greater the protection against workplace vio-
lence. Timely attention to employee protection is
both prudent and ethical. Failure to act could be
catastrophic.

EDITOR’S NOTE: Enclosed with this issue is a
special publication that features all of the work-
place violence guidelines described in The Lipman
Report since August 1979.
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