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Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) change over time, not unlike the people and organizations they 
serve. The risk of workplace violence (WPV) is a real danger that employees and organizations are 
challenged to manage on a regular basis. According to the US Department of Labor and OSHA, work-

place violence is defined as “any act or threat of physical violence, harassment, intimidation, or other threat-
ening disruptive behavior that occurs at the work site.” This may take the form of verbal or written threats, 
verbal abuse, physical assault, or homicide. Unfortunately, the daily threat of experiencing some form of 
workplace violence is all too real for many employees. WPV services offer EAPs an opportunity to expand 
their operational tool kits and provide added value to the organizations they serve.

Workplace Violence Statistics: A Brief Overview
WPV can strike anywhere, and no one is immune. Some workers, however, are at increased risk. Among them are 
workers who exchange money with the public; deliver passengers, goods, or services; or work alone or in small 
groups, during late night or early morning hours, in high-crime areas, or in community settings and homes where 
they have extensive contact with the public. This group includes healthcare and social service workers such as 
visiting nurses, psychiatric evaluators, and probation officers; community workers such as gas and water utility 
employees, phone and cable TV installers, and letter carriers; retail workers; and taxi drivers (OSHA). 

According to the Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries (CFOI) published by the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(2021), there were 4,764 fatal occupational injuries in 2020, which is currently the most recent aggregate data 
available on workplace-related deaths. A worker died every 111 minutes from injuries that occurred while on the 
job in 2020. Of the 4,764 fatal workplace injuries that occurred in the United States in 2020, 651 were workplace 
homicides, including 304 deaths caused by shootings that occurred in the workplace. Male-identified workers in 
the U.S. accounted for 84% of workplace homicides in 2020, while female-identified workers represented 16% of 
workplace homicides. Of note, Texas recorded the highest recorded number of workplace homicides (56), fol-
lowed by California (50). 

According to the recently published comprehensive National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health report, 
Indicators of Workplace Violence (Harrell et al., 2022), over 1.3 million American workers were victims of nonfa-
tal WPV (e.g., rape/sexual assault, robbery, aggravated and simple assault) in 2019, which is the most recent year 
of publicly available data on such incidents. Female workers (5.1 per 10,000) had higher rates than male work-
ers (2.3 per 10,000) of nonfatal injuries due to workplace violence resulting in lost work days. WPV has been on 
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the rise within healthcare settings among medical residents and nursing staff, adding risk to a field already facing 
chronic stress, burnout, and challenges of staff attrition (Levine, 2022). 

Types of Workplace Violence
The National Institute of Safety and Health (NIOSH) offers a four-part typology of WPV. While there tends to 
be some direct correlation between threats of workplace violence and the actual incidents of workplace violence, 
there are some important distinctions. Workplace violence incidents tend to occur within one of the following 
circumstances: 

1) Violence associated with the incident of other crimes being committed (e.g., a robbery)
2) Violence perpetrated by customers/clients against employees
3) Violence between employees
4) Violence associated with a domestic dispute (e.g., intimate partner violence that transfers to the workplace)

It is important to note that every incident of workplace violence is unique to the perpetrating individual, as well as 
the complex situational conditions, dynamic and static risk factors, and psychological vulnerabilities surrounding 
their life context. To support a valid assessment process of identifying potential risks for workplace violence, vari-
ous structured professional judgment guides have been developed to help assist assessing clinicians, EA providers, 
and security personnel in evaluating the likelihood that an aggrieved employee is at risk for committing an act of 
targeted violence (White, 2021). These include the Workplace Assessment of Violence Risk (WAVR-21), developed 
by Stephen White and J. Reid Meloy (2016). These types of assessment processes are best handled through a mul-
tidisciplinary evaluation that is deliberative and collaborative, involving various stakeholders with knowledge of 
the specific workplace context and the employee of concern, such as a threat assessment and management team.

Workplace Safety: Opportunities for EAPs 
Due to their unique position within organizations, EAPs have opportunities to assist with assessing, intervening, 
and preventing incidents of workplace violence. Some EA practitioners may be asked to provide initial violence 
risk assessments of employees of potential concern. In other instances, EA providers may be required to act upon 
their ethical duty to warn the organization if an employee of concern poses a credible threat of violence against 
others in the workplace unless prohibited from doing so due to legal obligations of confidentiality. Additionally, 
EAPs are often engaged in providing supportive counseling that is part of a remedial behavioral plan for employ-
ees of potentially violent concern, as well as facilitating post-incident critical response support for employees 
affected by instances of workplace violence, such as trauma-informed counseling and psychological first aid 
methods. As recognized workplace mental health experts, many EA practitioners serve as critical members of 
organizational threat assessment and management teams.

EAPs have additional opportunities to support an organization’s effort at building a culture of workplace violence 
prevention, including forming supportive safety policies. OSHA is clear about organizations’ critical charge in 
developing an active workplace violence prevention (WVP) program. While many organizations rely on their risk 
management team and security personnel to develop WVP programs, EAPs have a unique opportunity to contrib-
ute to the formation of a WVP program, as well as participate in the assessment process and supportive interven-
tions to help prevent potential workplace violence incidents. Some EAPs have begun to develop innovative strate-
gies to address WPV incidents (Hughes, Fairley, and Leese, 2021). 

These opportunities highlight the diverse utilization of EAPs in collaborative organizational efforts to disrupt 
workplace violence. Drawing upon their specialized role within an organization and competencies about human 
behavior in the workplace, EAPs can participate in a variety of primary prevention efforts. These may include 
consulting with Human Resources and Risk Management departments in the task of developing relevant work-
place safety policies, promoting a workplace culture that reinforces psychological safety, participating in an orga-
nization’s threat assessment and management team, and facilitating training opportunities for frontline managers, 
supervisors, and labor representatives to learn how to recognize early risk factors of potential workplace violence. 
EAPs also embody a valuable function of providing secondary and tertiary intervention support in response to 
emerging workplace situations of concern that may involve a potential threat to employee safety, as well as de-
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briefing support to employees in the aftermath of a workplace violence incident through various critical incident 
response (CIR) approaches. 

Conclusion
The circumstances contributing to workplace violence can be quite complex and difficult to predict. In addition, 
the influence of each unique workplace environment and culture are critical elements that may heighten the risk of 
WPV or serve as protecting or buffering factors against potentially violent incidents. EAPs have emerging oppor-
tunities within various organizational contexts to provide relevant, innovative, and meaningful participation in the 
collective effort to disrupt workplace violence and support workplace safety. 

Dr. Bryan McNutt, PhD, LMFT, CEAP is a Licensed Clinical Psychologist who currently works as an internal 
employee assistance counselor with the Faculty and Staff Employee Assistance Program (FSAP) at the University 
of California, San Diego (UCSD), where he also participates on the university’s Behavioral Threat Assessment 
Team. Dr. McNutt also serves on the EAPA Board of Directors and is the current president of the EAPA San Diego 
Chapter. He may be reached at BryanMcnuttPhD@gmail.com 

Dr. Daniel Hughes, PhD, is an Associate Professor of Environmental Medicine and Public Health at the Icahn 
School of Medicine, Mount Sinai and the Director of the Mount Sinai Health System’s Employee Assistance Pro-
gram (EAP). He is a New York State Licensed Clinical Social Worker (LCSW-R), a Certified Employee Assistance 
Professional (CEAP) and a behavioral scientist. He is a member of Mount Sinai’s Threat Assessment Team (TAT). 
Dan has published extensively and presented at professional conferences in Europe, Asia and North America. He 
may be reached at daniel.hughes@mountsinai.org 
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