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Workplace Violence

Background

Violence is words and actions that hurt people. Violence is the abusive or unjust exercise of power,
intimidation, harassment and/or the threatened or actual use of force which results in or has a high likelihood
of causing hurt, fear, injury, suffering or death. Violence can be perpetrated by or against individuals or
groups.

We are experiencing a trend of increased violence in our society. This trend has found its way into the
workplace. In 1992, there were 11,000 incidents of workplace violence, according to the National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health. In a one year study conducted between July 1992 and July 1993, more than 2
million people in the U.S. were physically attacked at work. In the same study, 6 million workers were
threatened and 16 million workers were harassed. Many of the incidences went unreported. Fifty-eight
percent of harassment victims, 43 percent of those threatened, and 24 percent of those attacked did not
inform their employers.

A U.S. Department of Labor study found that women are more likely to be harassed, and men are more likely
to be attacked. Harassers are typically coworkers or supervisors, while attackers are more often
constituents/clients or strangers. The survey found that harassment, which includes bullying, profanity, and
sexual and racist comments, is as physically damaging and more psychologically damaging than physical
attacks. Symptoms include: depression, insomnia, headaches, and ulcers.

Respondents identified poverty, substance abuse, layoffs, and firings as the chief causes of violence. Attack
victims most commonly attributed the conduct to irrational behavior resulting from a mental disturbance or
the influence of alcohol or drugs. The second most common reason was constituent/client dissatisfaction.
Harassment victims said the conduct was likely to be related to interpersonal conflict.

Workplace violence takes a huge economic toll and has significant employer liability implications. It is
estimated that violence costs $4.2 billion annually and 1.8 million workdays are lost each year. The violence
affects more than just the victim. According to survey data, 21 % of workers said their work was disrupted
because of fears of harassment or violence.

The offensive and violent conduct costs employers in productivity, higher health and disability coverage, legal
liability, turnover, and increased absences. Increasingly, the legal system is holding employers responsible for
their workers’ safety and conduct.
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Counties need to develop workplace violence risk management and loss control services to prevent serious
problems by dealing with them when they are first brought to the supervisor’s attention. This publication is
designed to assist counties in accomplishing this purpose.

Risk Factors

The Environment

Increased violence in our society has raised the employee’s risk of encountering violence in the workplace.
Regardless of the social and economic reasons for increasing hostility and violence, it is incumbent that
employers recognize the dangers to which staff are exposed while performing job duties.

Studies have indicated that some of the jobs most at risk for encountering hostility and violent behavior are:
receptionists, human resources/personnel managers, other managers and supervisors, social service workers,
and health care professionals such as nurses and home health aides. Other positions at risk within the county
setting include:

appraisers, probation officers, and building inspectors.

Work Practic es

Many studies have suggested staffing patterns can contribute to violence. More frequent and increased
interaction with patients or clients are known factors which increase an employee’s vulnerability. Work in high
crime areas or working alone without systems for emergency assistance may increase the risk of assaults. In
addition, typical work activities may arouse anger or fear in some clients and result in acts of violence. Long
waits or the inability to obtain needed services are seen as contributing factors to the problem of violence.

Perpetrator and Victim Profile

It is difficult to predict when or which employee/client will exhibit violent behavior. Conditions that enhance
the probability of violence are: drug abuse/alcoholism, family distress, marital problems, and personal or
emotional problems.

A history of violent behavior is one of the best indicators of future violence by an individual. Generally
speaking, this information is not available, especially for new clients or employees. Even if it is available,
workers not directly involved with the individual employee or client would not have knowledge or access to it.
Often violence is not aimed at the actual care giver, but is the perpetrator’s way of responding to other stimuli
in life.

Prevention

Anti-Violence Policies

Counties should develop and implement policies against offensive conduct, harassment and violence. These

policies should:

e Establish a general policy to maintain an environment free from offensive conduct, harassment, and
violence based on protected class status.

e Define offensive conduct, harassment and violence.

e Establish formal reporting procedures for individuals who believe they are victims of offensive conduct,
harassment or violence.

e Establish procedures to conduct investigations upon receipt of a complaint.
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e Define what types of action the county will take as a result of investigations.

e Establish procedures to take action against employees who retaliate against other employees for
reporting offensive conduct, harassment or violence.

e Provide for appropriate disciplinary actions consistent with applicable collective bargaining agreements,
other county policies and state and federal law.

Training

Once an anti-violence policy is developed, it is most important that ||| GcNEEEEEEE

Managing Hostility

Nonverbal Behavior
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