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11 Steps to Improve Workplace Violence Prevention Policies 

Safety teams, assessments and identifying at-risk locations and individuals are just some of the 

ways you can prevent on-the-job violence from occurring on your campus. 
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The California Division of Occupational Safety and Health (Cal/OSHA) recently fined Children’s 
Hospital in Oakland, Calif., for allegedly failing to protect workers from violence in the emergency 
department. Cal/OSHA penalized the hospital for having an ineffective training program, incomplete 
and inadequate procedures to deal with safety concerns, and an “incomplete and untimely hazard 
correction for workplace violence exposures in the emergency department.” The citations totaled 
$10,350. 

U.S. education officials are standing by their finding that Virginia Tech officials broke federal law 
when they waited two hours to notify the campus that a gunman was on the loose at the outset of a 
2007 shooting rampage. 
Shootings, stabbings, bombings and similar tragedies are some of the most visible forms of 
workplace violence, yet they are not the most common in hospitals, schools and universities. 
Threatening body language, invasion of personal space, verbal or written threats, verbal abuse, 
psychological harassment, intimidation, retaliation and physical attacks occur with striking frequency 
in these settings. 

Eliminating the possibility of violence is unlikely, but specific organizational strategies can decrease 
the frequency and severity of all types of incidents. Addressing the problem involves a 
comprehensive and ongoing process of assessment, planning, communication, training and follow 
up. 

1. Address a Wide Variety of Incidents 

Workplace violence occurs along a continuum, and this continuum includes behaviors ranging from 
discourtesy and disrespect to intimidation/bullying, harassment, retaliation, assault and physical 
aggression. The process needs to begin with policies and procedures that address this continuum 
of  behaviors and any others that could cause physical or emotional injury, damage assets, impede 
the typical course of work, or make internal or external customers fear for their safety. 

Education and healthcare managers have a responsibility to foster an environment that is safe, 
respectful and service oriented. This responsibility is equally shared by every individual involved in 
providing or receiving any level of service from the organization. The institution should make every 
reasonable effort to ensure that no internal or external customer is subjected to any kind behavior on 
the workplace violence continuum. 

 

2. Include Safety Team Members With Diverse Backgrounds 

One or more safety teams should be responsible for workplace violence prevention and response as 
well as any associated policies, practices, training programs, emergency drills and ongoing follow 
up. The team should consist of representatives from management, human resources, employee 
assistance, frontline employees, legal counsel and any other appropriate organization-specific roles. 
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This team should represent stakeholders at every level of the organization. These may include 
students, patients, union representatives, media relations specialists, risk management personnel, 
loss prevention and security. 

 

3. Identify Individuals Who Are at Risk 
Safety teams should assess the risk factors in operating sites and related work contexts. Those 
individuals at highest risk for assault, violence and threats may include anyone having contact with 
the public; are involved in the exchange of money; deliver passengers, goods, or services; work 
alone or in small numbers; work late night or early morning hours; or work in high-crime areas. 

The assessment should include a comprehensive review of each work area and work context to 
evaluate vulnerability to any type of violence. The safety team should then oversee planning efforts 
on any agreed preventive actions. For example, a university may identify the exchange of cash by 
personnel working late at night as an area of vulnerability. Often, this vulnerability is addressed by 
requiring that any cash collected is immediately deposited into a locked safe that can’t be opened by 
on-duty campus staff. This practice is then publicly posted in order to lower the possibility of theft. 

 

4. Review Records to ID Vulnerable Locations, Trends 

The assessment should include a review of any available records involving past incidents and a site-
specific security analysis for each work location and work context. Organizations should adopt 
policies and procedures addressing identified vulnerabilities and specific organizational 
expectations. 

For example, many campuses enforce specific time frames for the replacement of defective lighting 
in parking facilities since dark parking facilities are prime targets for crime. Many also require the 
presence of specially trained security personnel in the financial aid office and in libraries. 

 

5. Develop Clear, Specific Responsibilities 

Policies and procedures should define roles and address employee rights and responsibilities. 
Comprehensive policies and procedures need to extend well beyond what many organizations call 
“zero-tolerance” or “hands-off” expectations. They need to spell out specific organizational 
guidelines, requirements and limits. 

Some examples would include whether or not there is a strict policy for not touching a physically 
aggressive individual. Another policy might state whether certain trained personnel are authorized to 
safely physically intervene. Some campus policies allow only designated personnel to contact 
external law enforcement, requiring others to instead contact campus police. 

 

6. Include Complementary Policies 

Policies should consider any related and complementary policies, procedures, guidelines and 
practices. These might include policies related to campus bullying, sexual harassment or 
discrimination because such behaviors can lead to violence or threats. They should incorporate any 
applicable requirements under the laws in specific jurisdictions, other regulations, standards, best 
practices or mandates regarding the issue. 

Keep in mind that organizations engaged in work at more than one location or context may need to 
address compliance issues in more than one jurisdiction. For example, a healthcare corporation may 
provide services in several states or provinces. Laws in each of these jurisdictions may emphasize 
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or address different aspects of workplace violence. Some may even define violence very differently 
than others. 

 

7. Conduct Ongoing Risk Assessments 

Assessments of all areas of the work environment should be done on an ongoing basis. They should 
take into account the nature of the work performed in specific areas or contexts, the history of 
incidents and industry trends involving types of risks faced by employees engaged in similar work 
environments or contexts. For example, it is important for healthcare facilities to research current 
workplace violence trends in healthcare facilities nationwide.  

Beyond identified intervals, risk assessments should also be done at any point in which a major 
change takes place. Examples include changes in employment status, employee work schedules, 
construction, remodeling, downsizing and mergers. 

 

8. Encourage Staff to Take Responsibility for Their Safety 

Employees must also be aware of their own responsibility in risk assessment. Faculty, staff, students 
and any others must know that they are required to promptly report threats to specifically identified 
authorities, such as campus or local law enforcement. Policies need to address acceptable 
interventions and the limits on an employee’s response to violence. 

These may include guidelines on how a staff member should communicate with a person making a 
threat involving a weapon, how additional help should be summoned and directions for isolating the 
situation if possible. 

 

9. Address Domestic Violence Issues 

While staying sensitive to the privacy and confidentiality of personal relationships, policies should 
recognize that there are times when assault, violence and threats may occur related to personal 
relationships. Policies should define specific expectations in such cases. 

These expectations may need to address whether or not campus personnel are legally empowered 
to seek orders of protection on behalf of domestic violence targets. The policy should also address 
any special working considerations that might be extended to domestic violence targets, such as 
flexible working hours or additional time off to attend legal proceedings. The policy should further 
define education and counseling resources available to faculty, staff and students. 

 

10. Indicate How Incidents Should be Documented 

Policies also need to outline expectations relating to factual documentation. Most colleges require 
that such documentation be submitted within a specified time frame, often no longer than 24 hours 
following a violent incident. Requirements may be different if the incident involves a serious injury or 
fatality. 

 

 

11. Train Staff So They Are Prepared 
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A comprehensive employee training program is essential to preventing and responding to any of the 
behaviors on the workplace violence continuum. Training is important in communicating policies and 
procedures. It is vital in providing all employees with the information and skills they need to fulfill 
their roles in maintaining a respectful, service oriented, physically and emotionally safe workplace, 
even during a moment of crisis. All employees at all levels should understand their roles in any 
emergency, including those involving violence. 

 


