


Studies estimate that business pays up to $5
billion annually in costs associated with high
turnover, absenteeism, lower productivity, and
higher insurance premiums that result from the
problems of abused spouses in the workplace.
Stress-related claims cost, on average, $15,000
to $20,000 per claim, double the amount of
physical injury claims. And, reports the Na-
tional Council on Compensation Insurance,
employees with stress-related injuries stay away
from work longer than those with physical
injuries. A national clearinghouse for infor-
mation on stress reports that 66 percent of all
visits to primary care physicians and more
than one-half of the 550 million work days lost
annually are the result of stress-related com-
plaints. Abused women are sick more than
twice as often as other female workers.

Another reason for the rise in occupational
violence is that many workplaces are in-
adequately protected at the same time as they
allow unrestricted access to their premises.
Some settings are known to be more vulner-
able than others. One industry at particular
risk for occupational violent crime is the retail
industry, in which convenience stores, grocery
stores, and filling stations are often the prime
targets. Another is the service industry, in
which hotels, motels, restaurants, bars, real
estate offices, and public transportation offices
are often the prime targets. In this category,
healthcare facilities are particularly vulnerable.
The Lipman Report for May 15, 1992, which
addressed the issue of crime in hospitals,
reported that security is the single biggest
concern of the 21,000 members of a Chicago-
based emergency nurses association. Another
sector at risk for violence is law enforcement.
In this category, public police and private
security officers are often found in the line of
fire, and the personnel of local and state
courts and other judicial agencies are in-
creasingly victimized. Specific occupations
found to be at increased risk include public

transportation drivers, emergency attendants,
institutional attendants, unemployment in-
surance or compensation clerks, and those in
which employees collect money or work alone.

Reversing the trend

Security directors can play a major role in
reducing workplace violence by encouraging
management to embark on a proactive program
of prevention. Some measures are particularly
effective across a broad range of enterprises.

Where possible, recommend that crime be
controlled through environmental design.
Ideally, treatment of physical surroundings
would take place before a facility is built and
would incorporate up-to-date security and risk-
control concepts to design out hazards and to
design in safety. Where facilities already exist
and the threat of violence is considered high,
management should consider modifying its
existing plant to improve security. In public
facilities for example, poorly designed en-
trances enable intruders to arrive unnoticed. In
all cases, properly used lighting, access con-
trol, and other measures can help to reduce or
eliminate vulnerability.

Emphasize the necessity of careful hiring. This
is the single biggest deterrent to violence in the
workplace. Personnel specialists should check
all of a job candidate’s references, should
verify relevant background information, and
should obtain satisfactory explanations for
employment gaps before hiring new employees.
Says the West Coast consultant quoted above,
“There really needs to be a thorough
screening before hiring. Nobody checks. If
they bothered to follow up, they might find
some bad news.” The point, of course, is to
find the bad news if it exists before, rather
than after, problems occur. In this regard,
psychological testing is an important screening
tool. When evaluated by a skilled, licensed,
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professional psychologist, information provided
by a psychological test can help identify indi-
viduals who might be prone to inappropriately
aggressive behavior. Violence rarely erupts
without warning. Personnel specialists must be
equipped to read the signs.

Reiterate to management the importance of
maintaining close ties with its workforce as a
method of averting disaster. Staying in touch is
an effective means of learning about potential
problems. Employers should be aware of em-
ployees who are chronic complainers, who
repeatedly violate company policies, who
threaten co-workers or dwell on incidents of
past violence, or who withdraw all of their
funds from the company credit union. Open
lines of communication and visible, interested
management personnel are essential com-
ponents of a safe workplace.

Encourage management to treat all employees
with respect. Even though some facilities may
use metal detectors and require visual inspec-
tion of carry-in articles, management can ex-
plain the need for these precautions in a manner
that elicits support for security measures and
downplays suggestions of mistrust. A company
can and must show in other ways its high re-
gard for its workforce. Trust inspires trust; and
employees who are treated with respect are
more likely to work hard for the company. It
is no less important to treat terminated em-
ployees with respect and fairness. The pro-
vision of outplacement and counseling services
helps to dispel the potentially violent anger of
terminated employees by demonstrating that a
company cares about its people and will do its
best to help them.

Promote the development and use of educa-
tional programs to teach employees how to
respond to threatening interpersonal situations.
Ask management to authorize sessions that
convey the concept that conflict is central to

human existence and to authorize the teaching
of effective, non-violent methods of conflict
resolution and stress reduction. If violence
occurs at your facility, ask management to
consider hiring trauma therapists to treat the
sometimes incapacitating stress damage to
employees who witnessed the event.

A corporate education program also should
teach awareness of and response to sexual
harassment. While many differ markedly on
what constitutes harassment and, therefore, on
the extent of the problem, all agree that
harassment by a supervisor, co-worker, or
client creates an abusive environment and is a
form of workplace violence. A strong, well-
publicized, and consistently enforced anti-
harassment policy can help to reduce employee
vulnerability and employer liability.

The costs of workplace violence are high--and
growing. For the individual, workplace violence
reduces well-being, effectiveness, and job satis-
faction. For the organization, workplace violence
reduces efficiency and morale and increases ab-
senteeism and staff turnover. Yet, unlike other
workplace hazards, workplace violence is not
regulated by uniform crime prevention standards.

Business must step in to control the problem.
Organizations should maintain a systematic record
of incidents, study the incidents to devise preventive
strategies, implement the strategies, and evaluate
the strategies’ success in controlling violence. The
time has come for business to protect the security
of its personnel as conscientiously as it protects
the security of its products, its property, and its
proprietary information.
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