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Introduction

For the most part, healthcare facilities are safe places. Healthcare 
itself can be a very rewarding profession. But that reward doesn’t 
come without risk. Unfortunately, patient violence in the health-
care workplace is becoming more commonplace. According to 
The American College of Emergency Physicians, approximately 
60% of all workplace assaults and violent acts occur in the 
healthcare and social assistance industries.

According to the Online Journal of Issues in Nursing, “Workplace 
violence is one of the most complex and dangerous occupational 
hazards facing nurses working in today’s health care environ-
ment.” More than 53% of about 7,000 emergency room nurses 
surveyed reported experiencing verbal abuse at work. Thirteen 
percent reported experiencing physical violence in the past seven 
days. 

And violence isn’t just directed at nurses. In November 2013, a 
nurse at a Texas surgical clinic was killed when she tried to help 
victims of a man who went on a stabbing spree with a knife. In 
January 2015, a renowned cardiologist at Brigham and Women’s 
Hospital in Boston was shot and killed by a man who had an 
issue with his mother’s treatment. The man was able to walk into 
the hospital and ask for the doctor by name, and killed himself 
after shooting the physician.

Introduction
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Introduction

Unfortunately, many healthcare workers sense that violence in 
the workplace is an accepted occupational hazard. They perceive 
the industry is tolerant of violent individuals. But it doesn’t need 
to be this way. You can make a difference while being safe doing 
your job. This handbook is designed to give you a primer on the 
problem of violence in the healthcare environment, and to pro-
vide handy tips and suggestions on how you can prevent violence 
before it starts and keep yourself safe if a violent act occurs. Noth-
ing can replace a comprehensive orientation and hands-on training 
at your workplace, but you can turn to this guide when you need 
a refresher. A short quiz in the back helps you keep track of your 
learning and can be used as proof of training completion.

Healthcare Violence at a Glance

Many patients in healthcare facilities experience heightened emo-
tions, ranging from fear to anger and even mental health issues. 
For this reason, a certain amount of patient aggression is com-
monly accepted by many in the healthcare field as “part of the 
job,” and many incidents go unreported.

Violence in healthcare often results in injuries and even death 
for both patients and caregivers. Sadly, many healthcare workers 
believe that violence is to be tolerated as a hazard of the profes-
sion. Some have put up with dysfunctional behavior for so long 
that they do not even recognize it as workplace violence.

Factors That Lead to Violence in 
Healthcare

A variety of factors influence aggressive behavior, including:

• Environment

• Socioeconomic status
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• Individual characteristics

• Health conditions

• Medication compliance/noncompliance

• Psychiatric issues

• Societal norms

• Past experiences (including childhood)

• Economic pressures

• Reduction in behavioral health funding

• Chemical dependency/substance abuse

• Overcrowding

• Communication barriers

• Long wait times

• General stress of the healthcare environment

Patients often get angry when they:

• Become frustrated, don’t know what to expect, or expe-
rience a culture shock in the healthcare arena

• Are afraid of the diagnosis, treatments needed, and/or 
outcomes of care

• Don’t get their way, or have a feeling of loss of personal 
control

• Feel overlooked, such as when they are not included in 
discussions about their care

• Are discouraged with themselves when they don’t 
understand something, think they could have done 
something better, and/or are not recovering as fast as 
they had hoped
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Aggression serves a number of different purposes:

• Express anger or hostility

• Intimidate, threaten, or assert dominance

• Achieve a goal

• Express possession

• Respond to fear, fatigue, confusion, or pain

• Compete with others

• Escape a situation

• Act out from overstimulation

It’s important as a healthcare provider that you recognize the 
signs of violence early, and that you approach your patients with 
the knowledge that they come from different walks of life. By 
understanding their situation, you will have a greater empathy 
and respect for them, and they will likely notice and appreciate 
your effort.

How can I tell when a person is angry?

Here are some common anger signals. Look for these signs 
to address the anger (or the feeling behind the anger) 
before the person acts out inappropriately:

• Stomping away or acting short-tempered
• Becoming quiet and not talking
• Breathing faster or becoming red in the face
• Clenching teeth, making fists, or tensing other mus-

cles
• Complaining of headache or stomachache
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Chapter 1

How to Know Violence Is 
Imminent

Waits in the hospital can be long, and people don’t always under-
stand the concept of triage—no one wants to endure a five-hour 
wait to get a loved one help. But people are generally reasonable, 
and keeping them calm could be as simple as recognizing their 
frustrations. If waiting times are long, perhaps it’s time to get out 
and greet people, apologize, explain the reason for the delay, and 
maybe offer some coffee or pizza for those waiting.

Something as simple as providing a brief update on the status of 
a loved one or giving a person a reassuring smile and greeting 
can be enough to defuse an escalating situation. Eye contact can 
also indicate genuine concern and alleviate anxiety. In an over-
crowded ED, speaking to an agitated person with a calm voice 
and offering to help him or her find a more comfortable place to 
wait can be a welcome gesture.

Sometimes these measures don’t work, though. If that’s the case,  
it’s time to put your security department on alert. Extra patrols 
from uniformed officers could send the message that violence 
won’t be tolerated, but you also don’t want to create the illusion 
of a police state. At the very least, having a security officer pres-
ent can help reassure people.
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Verbal and Nonverbal Signs

As much as 70% of communication is nonverbal, so there’s a 
good chance that if someone is going to get aggressive, you’ll see 
it in his or her actions first.

The pathway to violence begins with so-called “behaviors of con-
cern,” which may be obvious but can sometimes be very subtle.
For the untrained individual, these signs of pending violence can 
go unnoticed, especially in the busy healthcare environment.

In most cases of imminent violence, there are plenty of warning 
signs. Look for some of the following: 

• Rapid, uneasy eye movements that dart back and forth, 
or a wide-open, focused stare.

• Constant questioning. This is often an attempt to gain 
understanding of the situation.

• Pacing in the hallway. This can be a way to work off 
anxiety.

• Rapid breathing—usually a reaction to stress.

• Clenching of jaws and fists, another common stress 
reaction.

• Verbalized threats of aggression. These should never be 
ignored, as verbal threats can be the last sign that physi-
cal violence is about to occur.

Different Kinds of Patients

Hospitals are a microcosm of society, and people of all ages and 
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walks of life are found there. It’s important to recognize who they 
are, their special needs, and the chance that they will act out. But 
always remember that patients are human beings who deserve to 
be treated with respect, dignity, and privacy. Here are some ex-
amples of patient types, followed by things to look out for when 
dealing with them:

• Forensic patients (prisoners). Most hospitals have 
protocols that help them handle forensic patients, and 
they usually start with making sure that the police or 
sheriff’s department gives the security department a 
heads up about who is coming through the doors. In 
addition to the usual signs of impending violence, it’s 
a good idea to have security check the patient for signs 
of intoxication and weapons—there have been many 
instances where a patient brought a knife or gun into 
the ER that a police officer never found. In extreme 
cases, ask security to use handcuffs, ankle restraints, 
or other methods of restraint, especially if the patient 
is entering the hospital already agitated. Depending on 
their risk assessment, officers may choose to ensure a 
safe and secure environment by deploying law enforce-
ment officers to guard the patient’s room.

• Intoxicated patients. These patients either show up at 
the hospital drunk and looking for a place to sleep it off, 
or are looking for a hit of their favorite drug—usually 
painkillers—and posing as a patient to get it. Substance 
abuse—particularly of heroin and other opiates—has 
become such a problem in some states that hospitals 
have started to form in-hospital “intervention teams” 
designed to identify substance abuse problems in 
patients and get them to treatment quicker.
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• Behavioral health patients. Some patients enter the 
hospital following suicide attempts, or at the urging of 
family and friends due to suicidal thoughts. But many 
patients who attempt suicide in the hospital do not have 
a known history of suicidal tendencies. Unfortunately, 
the increased number of behavioral health patients cre-
ates a dilemma for clinical staff when they can’t attend 
to patients quickly enough—often leaving these patients 
alone and afraid—and as such, healthcare security offi-
cers may be the first to observe behaviors of concern. 
Behavioral health patients should be treated just like 
any other patient when it comes to their clinical team, 
but they may require additional security support and 
management.

While it’s not always easy to spot someone who is addicted to 
drugs, there are plenty of signs to look for in intoxicated patients. 
First of all, many people under the influence get brought in 
through the ambulance bays, and returning patients may already 
be known to hospital staff to have an addiction. Look for people 
who are either combative or withdrawn and have trouble focus-
ing, standing, or sitting up straight. You may also detect an odor 
of alcohol or slurring of speech. Also, patients who insist on be-
ing prescribed a certain drug—OxyContin, for instance—may be 
there just in the hopes of getting more of that drug. Think de-es-
calation and isolation. It’s often impossible to reason with an in-
toxicated individual, so approaching him or her in a threatening 
way can escalate the situation.

Establish a separate room or area within the ED for treatment of 
behavioral health patients. The area should be clearly visible to 
staff, including security. All items that could be used as weapons 
should be removed or carefully secured. This includes any items 
that could be used for self-injury. Never allow a potentially vio-
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lent patient to get between you and a door, to ensure you have an 
escape route from the situation. 
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