


Someone with many of these characteristics
may be a productive employee and never act
violently. Something must trigger an employee
to become a perpetrator.

Locating Workplace Triggers

More than anything else, inordinate stress on-
the-job triggers workplace violence. Most
workers expect a certain level of stress.
Deadlines must be met, orders must be filled,
clients must be served. These daily stresses
are part of the workplace and must be handled
by employees. However, there are stressful
situations that are not expected and that can
trigger violence. One crisis management
consultant points out that with a high level of
unresolved stress at work, anyone can become
violent, not just those fitting perpetrator
profiles. Job loss, tense supervisor-employee
relations, lack of social services for employees
and a poor economy can lead to violence, if
the stress caused by these circumstances is not
handled properly.

Experts point to job loss as the stressful situa-
tion most likely to trigger violence. Employees
who lose their jobs often feel betrayed, resent-
ful and sometimes angry enough to become
violent. A recent study presented at the
American Psychological Association convention
confirms this relationship between job loss and
violence. The researchers surveyed 14,500
Americans twice in a two year period. They
discovered that the respondents who had been
laid off were six times more likely to become
violent than others who were still employed.
The researchers concluded that job loss can
predict the occurrence of violence far better
than characteristics such as gender, age or
mental state. Yet, researchers were surprised to
find that respondents at companies that were
downsizing, were careful not to act violently at
work, hoping to keep their jobs. Thus, the
potential for job loss does not necessarily

increase the potential for violence. But once
an employee loses his or her job, violence
becomes a very real possibility.

Tense supervisor-employee relations can also
trigger violence. Experts suggest that em-
ployees often believe their supervisors do not
have the time to hear their concerns. One
crisis management consultant maintains that,
following widespread lay-offs, supervisors are
asked to do more work to fill in the gaps. As
a result, they often have less time to address
problems among remaining employees.

Social services that provide counseling or
retraining to terminated employees can reduce
stress levels. Without the existence or the use
of such services, employees may not have an
outlet to release their frustrations. Without this
outlet, violence may ensue.

Most of the time, it takes an unstable indivi-
dual with characteristics from the perpetrator
profile, combined with several of these triggers
at the workplace, before violence occurs. This
combination does not have to result in
violence, however. Perpetrators often give
clues to future acts. These warning signs, if
identified, may help prevent violent crimes.

Looking for Warning Signs

Violent individuals usually leave clues of their
impending actions. They may tell fellow
employees that a certain supervisor or co-
worker is about ““to get what he or she
deserves.”” They may bring weapons onto
company property to show other employees.
They may begin to withdraw from or sever
relationships with co-workers. Warning signs
such as these can alert security professionals
to potential violence.

The most significant warning signs are threats
made by employees. Even a threat seemingly
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made in jest can signify underlying frustra-
tions and anger that often boil over into vio-
lence. In a survey done by the American
Management Association, half of the com-
panies polled said they had had threats or
incidents of violence in the past four years, yet
one out of four of the victims had not noticed
the warning signs preceding the acts. One out
of three co-workers and supervisors also
ignored the warning signs. The implementation
and use of a threat management policy can
avert violence by ensuring that the accuser is
protected from retaliation, that a member of
management several levels removed from the
accuser handles the complaint and that all
threats are investigated thoroughly.

Experts also point to sudden behavioral and
habit changes as further indication of impen-
ding violence. These changes can include:

® Destructive behavior;

¢ Marked increase or decrease in
argumentativeness;

¢ Increased blaming of others for problems;

e Expression of unusual or bizarre thoughts;

® Withdrawal from relationships with
co-workers;

* Romantic obsession, especially with a
co-worker;

® Depression;

® Preoccupation with media accounts of
workplace violence.

Abrupt changes such as these can indicate that
an unstable individual is about to crack under
stress or is planning an act of violence.

Another warning sign is any discussion among
employees concerning their fears or anger
relating to other employees or supervisors. An
employee may say that he or she is worried
about a co-worker who has been talking inces-

santly about ‘‘getting even” with a supervisor.
Such information should be taken very seriously,
as the employees may know of a problem
situation long before it becomes violent.

Recent studies such as the Gallup Poll com-
missioned by Guardsmark and the Bureau of
Justice Statistics Victimization Survey make
clear the need for companies to protect
themselves against workplace violence. By
being aware of the three pieces to the work-
place puzzle—perpetrator profiles, workplace
triggers and warning signs—security profes-
sionals can arm themselves for the fight against
workplace violence. The March, May and
June 1994 issues of The Lipman Report
provide detailed measures that companies can
take to secure their worksites, including pre-
employment screening, threat management
policy and comprehensive security programs.
Combining awareness with actions such as
these gives corporate America an effective and
successful strategy against workplace violence.

No organization is immune to the ravages of
workplace violence. Individuals with the capacity
for violent behavior, situations likely to trigger
violent crimes and warning signs of impending
violence are common throughout the corporate
world. In conjunction with other senior members of
management, security professionals must work to
identify and minimize the potential for episodes of
violence in the workplace. Such a proactive ap-
proach by senior executives to safeguard the lives
of their employees will protect the security of the
corporation’s productivity and profitability.
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