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THIS IS NOT LEGAL ADVICE

We all come to work focused on our responsibilities and interactions with coworkers and the 
public. While most days pass without incident, workplace violence can occur unexpectedly and in 
any work environment. 

The top three industries with the highest risk of workplace violence are health care and social 
assistance, public administration, and educational services. Even if your organization does not fall 
within one of these categories, workplace violence can occur in any setting.

•	  You can help determine your level of risk by considering the following questions:
•	  Do employees interact with the public, clients, or patients?
•	  Does an exchange of money occur?
•	  Do employees work late at night or early morning hours?
•	  Do employees work alone or in isolated areas?
•	  Do employees work in high crime areas?

TYPES AND SEVERITY LEVELS OF WORKPLACE VIOLENCE
There are three levels of severity to consider when discussing workplace violence. Recognizing 
early warning signs especially at lower levels can help prevent escalation.

Level 1 – Disruptive or Concerning Behavior
This may include refusal to cooperate with supervisors, spreading rumors or engaging in 
threatening or intimidating behavior, arguing with customers, clients, patients, or coworkers, 
swearing at others or harassment or bullying.

External threats at this level may include agitated, hostile, or verbally aggressive behavior by 
members of the public toward employees.

Level 2 – Escalating or Aggressive Behavior
This may include physical intimidation or aggressive posturing, repeated violations of 
organizational policies related to conduct or safety, sabotaging equipment, or employees 
expressing that they feel victimized or targeted.

External individuals may intrude into restricted or private workspaces, lean over counters or into 
personal space or place hands on counters or barriers in an aggressive manner.

Level 3 – Violent or Potentially Lethal Behavior
This may include suicidal statements or threats, physical fights or assaults, destruction of property 
or the use of threatened use of weapons.



External individuals may display weapons or claim to have access to weapons.

Once potential risks are identified, organizations can better recognize, respond to, and mitigate 
threats. Early reporting and intervention are critical to preventing progression from lower level 
behaviors to serious incidents.

PREVENTION AND BEST PRACTICES
The following best practices may help reduce the risk of workplace violence and support a safer 
work environment:

	∙ Clearly authorize employees to call 911 or local emergency services if they feel threatened
	∙ Consider having a silent alarm located in the front area for staff that are feeling threatened
	∙ Encourage employees to promptly report threats, harassment, or concerning behavior—early 

reporting helps prevent escalation
	∙ Adopt and maintain a workplace violence prevention and response program
	∙ Provide regular training on violence prevention, situational awareness, and de escalation 

techniques
	∙ Use trauma informed approaches when interacting with stressed, frustrated, or agitated 

individuals
	∙ Create and maintain a trusting and respectful workplace culture
	∙ Ensure support systems are available for employees affected by workplace violence, including 

access to employee assistance or peer support services
	∙ Document incidents of workplace conflict or violence and take appropriate corrective action, 

including discipline when necessary
	∙ Install security cameras in higher risk areas such as entryways, parking lots or garages, 

customer service counters, and cash handling areas
	∙ If collecting cash, use drop boxes and limit cash access
	∙ Secure entryways and consider physical barriers or security screens at public facing desks
	∙ Discourage employees from engaging in volatile situations they are uncomfortable handling 

and employ a buddy system when feasible
	∙ Evaluate physical security measures appropriate to your facility and risk level
	∙ Ensure adequate lighting for walkways and parking areas
	∙ Conduct periodic risk assessments and, when appropriate, coordinate with local law 

enforcement 

AFTER AN INCIDENT
After a workplace violence incident occurs, organizations should:

	∙ Ensure injured or affected employees receive appropriate medical care and support
	∙ Provide timely communication and resources to affected staff
	∙ Review the incident to identify contributing factors
	∙ Update training, procedures, or physical controls as needed to reduce future risk 

According to federal safety agencies, workplace violence remains a serious occupational hazard 
and is a leading cause of work related fatalities nationwide. 

If you have questions regarding workplace violence prevention or response, please contact the 
Risk Management Department at 800-285-5461 or email at riskmanagement@sdao.com. 
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