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Introduction
Violence in the workplace continues to be a growing concern. In 
fact, there are over two million incidents of workplace violence 
each year, not including those that go unreported. For this 
reason, it’s important for companies, whether large or small, to 
take every reasonable precaution to keep their workplace safe. 
On the positive side, there is compelling evidence to suggest 
that employers who take a proactive stance toward problematic 
behavior will be more successful in deterring workplace 
violence. By detecting and interceding “at risk” or intimidating 
behavior in the early stages, the threat can oftentimes be 
mitigated and/or avoided, in some cases, before it becomes 
dangerous or even life threatening. 

Given that workplace violence is not easily predictable, 
empowerment must begin at the employee level. For example, 
workplace “threats” can be both internal (co-worker, supervisor 
or customer) or external (family member, stranger). So while 
holding a door open for a co-worker may be well intended, it 
could in reality, be granting entry to someone terminated the 
day before who has returned for revenge. When you raise an 
employee’s level of awareness about unacceptable behaviors, 
that sequence of violence can be disrupted. Creating an 
awareness of these “Behaviors of Concern” and the subsequent 
implementation of an action plan to de-escalate potentially 
violent incidents are essential components of a workplace 
violence prevention program.

Although no one expects to become a victim of workplace 
violence, knowing how to respond if a violent incident were 
to occur is a critical survival skill. This is especially important 
since most critical incidents end prior to the arrival of law 
enforcement, meaning employees must then assume 
responsibility for their own lives. The first step toward survival 
during a critical incident begins with a survival mindset and the 
ability to manage fears and emotions. Panic and fear can result 
in the inability to think clearly and respond accordingly during a 
time of unthinkable stress; however, trained individuals are often 
able to overcome those crippling emotions. 

Workplace violence mitigation requires ongoing attention and 
senior management commitment in personnel security. Staying 
on top of the workplace culture, staffing and assessing the 
impact of workplace policies can uncover conditions, situations 
and moods adversely affecting worker morale, performance, 
production, and efficiency that eventually lead to workplace 
conflict. Assessing physical protective workplace measures is not 
only required under the Occupational Safety and Health (OSHA) 
Act, General Duty Clause1, but is an effective risk management 
strategy for a safe workplace. If an employer experiences 
workplace violence or threats of potential violence, they would 
be placed on notice for the risk of workplace violence.
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Although this handbook is designed to provide general 
guidance on risk management issues, it is, in no way, a 
substitute for expert advice. Please consult experienced 
professionals for guidance on specific threats and workplace 
violence issues and on how to develop and implement a 
comprehensive workplace violence program.



What is Workplace Violence?
Definition 
Workplace violence is a multi-faceted problem that is now 
recognized as a category of violent crime that calls for a 
distinct response. Contributing factors include downsizing 
or reorganizing departments, sizeable layoffs, growth of 
technology, recession, large mergers, post modernism and 
unemployment. Although there isn’t a standard definition, a 
common description is violence or the threat of violence against 
workers that can occur at or outside of the workplace. Further, 
it can range from threats and verbal abuse to physical assaults 
and homicides, which is one of the leading causes of job-
related deaths. However, it chooses to manifest itself, workplace 
violence is a growing concern for employers and employees 
nationwide. 

The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
(NIOSH)2 defines workplace violence as violent acts, including 
physical assaults and threats of assaults, directed toward 
persons at work or on duty. Workplace violence ranges 
from offensive or threatening language to homicide. It may 
include domestic violence, sexual violence—including sexual 
harassment or sexual assault—dating violence and stalking.

Prevalence
Multiple homicide incidents, while highly publicized in the 
media, are representative of only a small number of workplace 
violence incidents. The majority of incidents that employers and 
employees face on a daily basis are cases of assault, domestic 
violence, stalking, threats, harassment (to include bullying and 
sexual harassment), and physical and/or emotional abuse. That 
said, many incidents go unreported to management, so data on 
the precise extent of workplace violence is inexact. The truth is 
that workplace violence can strike anywhere and, unfortunately, 
no one is immune. According to OSHA, nearly 2 million 
American workers report having been victims of workplace 
violence each year3.

Although not all workplace violence results in fatalities, the 
Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries for the years 2006–20104, 
conducted by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, cited an average of 
551 workers per year killed in work-related homicides. Working 
alone or in isolated areas can contribute to the potential for 
violence. Providing services and care, and working where 
alcohol is served, may also affect the likelihood of violence. 
Additionally, time of day and location of work, such as working 
late at night or in areas with high crime rates, are also risk 
factors that should be considered when addressing issues of 
workplace violence. Among those with higher risk are delivery 
drivers, healthcare professionals, public service workers, 
customer service agents, law enforcement, and those who work 
alone or in small groups.
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Types of Workplace Violence
Workplace violence typically falls into four types of categories 
based on the relationship among victims, offenders and work 
settings. 

Type I – Criminal Intent
In this kind of violent incident, the offender has no legitimate 
relationship to the victim or the organization, but enters to 
commit robbery or another crime.

Type II – Customer/Client
When the violent person has a legitimate relationship with the 
business—for example, the person receives services from the 
organization (retail, health or service industry) when they commit 
an act of violence against them. 

Type III – Worker on Worker
Involve current or former employees acting out toward their 
present or past places of employment.

Type IV – Personal Relationship
Violence committed in the workplace by someone who doesn’t 
work there, but has a personal relationship with an employee—
an abusive spouse or domestic partner that spills over into the 
workplace. 

Myths
There is no evidence that violence is spontaneous. In other 
words, people don’t “just snap” and suddenly become violent 
without provocation, which is one of the common myths 
associated with workplace violence. 

In virtually every incident, there are red flags, or Behaviors of 
Concern, that have escalated over time that precede an incident 
of workplace violence. These can entail problems with co-
workers, management, financials, and relationships, to name 
just a few. 

Next, critical incidents are rarely, if ever, random; typically, 
they are planned and, in most cases, the violent offender 
intentionally targets a specific individual, usually a supervisor, 
human resources manager or co-worker, whom he/she 
perceives to be responsible for their plight. Quite often, 
there’s a sense of denial on the part of employees and others 
who’ve interacted with a violent offender prior to an act of 
violence; they sometimes believe if not intervened or interfered 
with, the “problem” will just go away over time or that “it’s 
someone else’s responsibility,” such as corporate security. 
Lastly, and probably the most prevalent myth, is that “it doesn’t 

happen here.” Remember, workplace violence can happen 
anywhere with little or no relationship to a company’s product, 
service, size, location or history. Not surprisingly, then, is the 
Department of Justice5 statistic that 1 in 4 employees will be 
victimized—specifically harassed, threatened or attacked on the 
job. In addition, each week in the United States, an average of 
20 workers are murdered and 18,000 are assaulted while at work.

Costs
It is difficult to overstate the costs of workplace violence, 
because a single incident can have sweeping repercussions. 
There can be the immediate and profound loss of life or 
physical or psychological repercussions felt by the victim as 
well as the victim’s family, friends, and co-workers; the loss of 
productivity and morale that sweeps through an organization 
after a violent incident; and the public relations impact on an 
employer when news of violence reaches the media. In reality, 
workplace violence related fatalities are only the tip of the 
iceberg. According to the Department of Justice6, victims of 
violence in the workplace miss 1.8 million days of work each 
year, resulting in more than $55 million in lost wages, not 
including days covered by sick and annual leave. Added to 
that are costs for reduced productivity, medical costs, workers’ 
compensation payments and legal and security expenses which, 
although less exact, run into billions of dollars7. In fact, the 
National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health estimate 
the annual cost of workplace violence for employers to be close 
to $121 billion8. 
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Snapshot
The following characteristics of the 160 active shooter incidents  
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INCIDENTS
 Ŷ An average of 11.4 incidents occurred annually.
 Ŷ $Q�DYHUDJH�RI�����LQFLGHQWV�RFFXUUHG�LQ�WKH�¿UVW���\HDUV�VWXGLHG��DQG�DQ�DYHUDJH�RI������

occurred in the last 7 years.
 Ŷ 70.0% of the incidents occurred in either a commerce/business or educational 

environment.10

 Ŷ Shootings occurred in 40 of 50 states and the District of Columbia.
 Ŷ 60.0% of the incidents ended before police arrived. 

*A handful of those identified as “wounded” were not injured by gunfire but rather suffered injuries incidental to the event, such as being hit by flying objects/shattered glass or 
falling while running. This does not account for all those wounded in this fashion or any mental or emotional trauma that resulted in potential medical treatment. 
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