LEGALLY SPEAKING C 

by Bob Dunlevey


AVOIDING WORKPLACE VIOLENCE

Violence in American workplaces has reached epidemic levels.  Occupational homicide was the third leading cause of death in the workplace.  Only motor vehicles and machines accounted for more occupational deaths from injury.  Incidents of violence can be avoided by training employees to watch for warning signs.  Now, more than ever, employers must take the following actions:

!
Learn to recognize the characteristics of a potentially violent employee;

!
Be cautious not to buy into the myths of workplace violence;

!
Implement hiring and firing procedures that will keep violent people out of your workplace;

!
Develop strategies for disciplining potentially explosive employees; and

!
Be prepared to minimize the impact of any violent episodes that you are unable to avert.

Here are some of the characteristics of a “violence-prone” employee:

!
Inability to get along with co-workers/management

!
Reacting irrationally to stressful situations

!
Instability at home

!
Physical aggression (pushing, shoving, poking)

!
Slamming doors, books, etc.

!
Verbal threats

!
Harassment ( making others feel uncomfortable

!
Romantic obsessions with fellow employees

!
Obsessions with weapons

!
History of violent criminal offenses

!
Paranoia

!
Chemical dependency

!
Belligerence

Two myths about workplace violence need to be dispelled:

(1)
“Violence in the workplace is always caused by employees” ( non-employees such as customers, vendors, ex-employees, friends, and relatives frequently are the perpetrators.

(2)
“Only unsatisfactory employees will cause violence at work” ( even the best performers can become violent.

Hiring procedures will assist you in avoiding violence.  Do the following: 

!
Require all job applicants to fully complete a written job application.

!
Thoroughly check all references.

!
Perform criminal background checks.

!
Consider utilizing pre-employment personality tests.

When disciplining and discharging violent employees, follow these practical suggestions:

!
If a “zero tolerance” policy is in effect, strictly adhere to it.

!
Immediately suspend possible offenders pending investigation of discharge.

!
Have all necessary discipline/separation documents prepared in advance.

!
Contact security officials to stand by.

!
Discipline or discharge meetings should be held in private.

!
Always utilize two management representatives in employee conferences.

!
Consider discharging violent employees off premises.

!
Prohibit discharged employees from returning to their work station.

!
Remain calm during discipline/separation conferences.

With the recent unfortunate incidents, an evacuation plan also is warranted.  Conduct meetings with your employees to explain the signs of violence, how to deal with it and how to extricate themselves from potentially violent circumstances.

For further information, including materials regarding OSHA liability and potential civil liability under state and federal law, contact Bob Dunlevey at Dunlevey, Mahan & Furry, (937) 223-6003.
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