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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Policy background 

Research carried out by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living 
and Working Conditions in the European Working Conditions Survey indicates that 
approximately one in ten workers in the European Union report that they have 
suffered violence, bullying or harassment at work in the previous year (results 2005 
survey).  According to data from the survey, third party violence at the hands of 
clients, customers or patients is more common than violence suffered at the hands 
of work colleagues (Table 1). Certain countries (including the UK, France, Finland, 
the Netherlands and Ireland) appear to find themselves more prone to third party 
violence than others (e.g. Italy, Hungary, Cyprus and Bulgaria). The differences 
between countries in this regard have not been sufficiently investigated or 
explained. 

Figure 1:  

 

Source: Presentation by John Hurley, European Foundation, Multi-sectoral conference on third party 
violence, 14 March 2008 

Threats of violence and actual violence from third parties are most common in a 
number of sectors including health and social work, transport, public administration, 
and education, but are also widespread in other sectors including retail and private 
security (Table 2).  

Table 1: Violence at work: the most exposed sectors and occupations in the EU 

Sector % Occupation % 

Health and social work 15.2 Life sciences and health professionals 15.3 

Land transport; Transport via 
piplelines 

11.5 Personal and protective service 
workers 

14.6 

Public administration and 
defence 

10.8 Life science and health associate 
professionals 

13.4 

Hotels and restaurants 8.1 Drivers and mobile plant operators 9.5 

Education 7.9 Customer service clercks 8.2 

Other service activities  5.2 Teaching professionals 7.6 

Source: European Foundation, European Working Conditions Survey (2005) 
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The impact on the mental and physical health of worker of such experiences is 
significant and ranges from distress and feelings of humiliation suffered to actual 
severe physical injury (or even death) and severe mental trauma often leading to 
long absences from work (and associated lost productivity) and difficulties with staff 
retention. Table 3 shows the significance of the problem of violence and 
harassment in the workplace in relation to overall absence due to work related 
health problems, as well as the magnitude of the number of days lost per year. 

Figure 2: 

 

Source: Presentation by John Hurley, European Foundation, Multi-sectoral conference on third party 
violence, 14 March 2008 

The cross-sectoral social partners BusinessEurope, ETUC, CEEP and UEAPME 
already recognised the importance of the issue of violence and harassment in the 
workplace in their autonomous framework agreement on work-related stress, 
signed in October 2004. Considered as one of the important sources of stress in 
the workplace, it was seen to be sufficiently significant to warrant a separate 
autonomous framework agreement. A joint seminar on harassment in the 
workplace was organised in 2005 as part of the 2003-2005 work programme of the 
cross-sectoral social partners. At the same time, the European Commission 
launched its consultation on the issue of violence at work, which strongly 
emphasised the importance of tackling third party violence. In their 2006-2008 
cross-sectoral social partner work programme BusinessEurope, ETUC, CEEP and 
UEAPME committed themselves to negotiating an autonomous framework 
agreement on harassment and violence. Negotiations started in February 2006 and 
ended in April 2007. The agreement reached1 underlines that harassment and 
violence are unacceptable and it is in the common interest of the social partners to 
address the issue as it can have serious social and economic consequences. The 
cross-sectoral agreement moves on to emphasise the importance of existing health 
and safety regulation which defines an employers’ duty to protect workers against 
harassment and violence in the workplace. In its introduction, the agreement 
specifically refers to third party violence and harassment as one of the areas to be 
addressed, but is not later referred to in more detail, leaving it up to national social 
partners to decide whether to cover this aspect in their implementation agreements. 

                                                
1 The text of the cross-sectoral social partner framework agreement can be found on 
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/dsw/public/actRetrieveText.do?id=8446 
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The cross-sectoral agreement aims to raise awareness of the issue and provide 
employers, workers and their representatives with an action-oriented framework to 
identify, prevent and manage problems of harassment and violence at work. It goes 
on to describe the phenomenon; how to prevent, identify and manage it; as well as 
setting out the implementation and follow-up process of the agreement. 

National member organisation of the cross-sectoral social partner are currently in 
the process of implementing the agreements at national level in accordance with 
procedures and practices specific to management and labour in the EU and EEA 
countries. The deadline for implementation is April 2010. 

Since the cross-sectoral social partner agreement on violence and harassment in 
the workplace leaves it up to national implementation to decide whether to include 
the issue of third party violence, a number of European sectoral social partners 
decided that the issue was of sufficient concern for them to consider the possibility 
of a multi-sectoral approach to raising awareness of the problem and encouraging 
prevention and the development of policies and partnership solutions at the 
national level. A first informal meeting was held on 28 June 2007, which was 
followed by another meeting co-ordinated by the European Commission on 20 
September 2007. This was attended by employers’ organisations from the postal, 
commerce, hospital and local government sector, as well as by trade unions from 
the postal, education, hospital, local government and commerce sectors. As a 
result, it was decided that a declaration of intent should be send to all relevant 
sectoral social partners, which would allow them to indicate the importance of 
dealing with the issue in recognition of the existing cross-sectoral social partner 
agreement and to commit to a multi-sectoral approach to addressing it. This would 
start with the organisation of a technical seminar to discuss the context of the issue 
of third party violence as well as a number of examples of dealing with this issue at 
local level. 

The declaration of intent was signed by EPSU, HOSPEEM, CEMR, Uni-Europa and 
EuroCommerce, who were later joined by CoESS, representing employers in the 
private security sector. 

The technical multi-sectoral seminar on third party violence was held on 14 March 
2008. At the seminar, the European Commission expressed its support for a multi-
sectoral initiative on this issue; the cross-sectoral social partners presented the 
history, aim and content of their autonomous framework agreement; the European 
Foundation provided statistical information on the prevalence of violence and 
harassment in the workplace and third party violence in particular from their 
surveys; and case studies and existing tools to deals with the issue were presented 
from the private security, commerce, local government and hospital sectors2. 

Two follow-up meetings were held subsequent to the technical seminar to discuss 
how to proceed in relation to a potential multi-sectoral initiative. At a meeting on 4 
July 2008, HOSPEEM, CEMR Employers Platform, CoESS, EuroCommerce, 
EPSU and UNI-Europa agreed that third party violence at work is a growing mutual 
concern and recognised that joint action at all levels is necessary to tackle the 
problems.   

                                                
2 See http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/social_dialogue/conference_en.htm 
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1.2 Purpose of the project 

The specific objectives of the project are to follow up on the agreement by 
HOSPEEM, CEMR Employers Platform, CoESS, EuroCommerce, EPSU and UNI-
Europa to explore this subject further in order to establish whether joint multi-
sectoral action is required at European level to help address the challenge of third 
party violence in the workplace. In doing so, it should build on discussions at the 
multi-sectoral seminar on third party violence on 14 March 2008 and the multi-
sectoral meetings on 20 September 2007 and 4 July 2008 by gathering further 
information on how sectoral social partners at the national level are tackling the 
issue of third party violence in the workplace.  

This part of the background research is carried out for the employers’ organisations 
HOSPEEM, CEMR, CoESS and Eurocommerce and is accompanied by 
complementary research being carried out on behalf of the trade unions EPSU and 
UniEuropa. The main purpose of this stage of the research is to establish common 
elements of good practice in tackling third party violence and harassment in the 
workplace based on existing practices in the European federations’ member 
organisations.  

1.3 Method 

Joint and individual pre-meetings were held on 24th March 2009 to agree the 
approach to information collection. GHK agreed a questionnaire with HOSPEEM, 
EuroCommerce, CEMR and CoESS, which was subsequently sent to all their 
member organisations3. An emailed request for information was followed up by 
telephone to encourage the dissemination of the questionnaire at national level and 
to maximise response rates. Table 2 presents the number of responses received to 
date from members of the different partner organisations4. Despite follow-up 
telephone calls, the response rate from some of the partner organisations’ affiliates 
has been quite low. An interim meeting was held for the project on 1 July 2009 at 
which an appeal for additional responses was made. Further replies were received 
particularly from CEMR members following the interim meeting, thanks to additional 
efforts by the CEMR Secretariat to generate replies. Inevitably, a number of 
questionnaires only contained partial replies, which is reflected in the results 
presented below. A number of organisations provided their policy 
documents/training materials dealing with third party violence.  

Table 2: Number of responses received to the employer side   
  questionnaire by 3.8.2009 

Partner organisation Number of responses 

CEMR 14 

CoESS 14 

EuroCommerce 16 

HOSPEEM 5 

Total 49 

                                                
3 A copy of the questionnaire can be found in Annex 1. 
4 Annex 2 contains a record of organisations which have responded so far. 
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2 LEVEL AND IMPACT OF THIRD PARTY VIOLENCE IN THE 

WORKPLACE  

2.1 Monitoring the incidence of third party violence  

In order to successfully tackle third party violence and harassment in the 
workplace, it is important that such incidents are regularly monitored. This does not 
only enable employers to identify whether they have an issue with 
clients/customers/patients/the public threatening or actually harming staff members 
and can allow them to target intervention where it is most relevant, but also allows 
them to assess the impact of any measures taken. Figure 3 below demonstrates 
that less than half of survey respondents indicated that incidents or third party 
violence and harassment affecting their staff where regularly monitored5. This 
number may appear surprisingly low, given the importance of the third party 
violence phenomenon in the participating sectors. However, it must be borne in 
mind that the level of monitoring indicated by these figures is likely to be skewed by 
the fact that in a significant number of cases, the responding organisation was the 
sectoral organisation at national level. Statistics on the number of incidents of third 
party violence tend to be kept at the local, organisational level are is not necessarily 
reported “upwards” to the sectoral federation. It is therefore fair to assume that the 
level of monitoring is likely to be higher in practice that our figures would indicate. 
Further research would be needed downstream at organisational level in order to 
verify this assumption and to highlight any differences which might exists between 
sectors or countries. Such additional research would go beyond the remit of this 
project. 

Figure 3: Percentage of respondents indicating that incidents of third party violence 
are monitored/not monitored 

Monitored regularly

Not monitored regularly

 
Source: GHK survey of HOSPEEM, CEMR, CoESS and EuroCommerce members (2009) 

The number of respondents who were able to provide precise data on the 
prevalence of third party violence was even lower than the number of those 
indicating that these incidents were indeed being monitored. This could again be 
due to the fact that sectoral organisations themselves do not monitor such trends, 
but will be aware that their individual members at local level do gather relevant 
information. Where figures were available, the number of incidents reported per 
annum was particularly striking in the retail, health care and local government 
sectors with the ratio of reported incidents per employee being somewhat lower in 
the private security industry. In this regard, the distinctiveness of private security 
industry must be understood, as it is a sector whose very raison d’être includes 

                                                
5 There are some, statistically not relevant, differences between sectors. Whereas all respondents from the hospital 
sector indicated that incidents of third party violence are always monitored, just under half of employers from the local 
and regional government, private security and commerce sectors reported regular monitoring. 
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allaying potential and actual threats of violent and criminal behaviour. Again, the 
above indications are not statistically relevant and do not provide a picture of the 
severity of the violence or harassment suffered. 

Figures reported by the European Foundation make it clear that the number of 
verbal threats and intimidation is significantly higher (though not necessarily any 
less damaging) than the number of incidents of actual physical harm. 

Responses to our survey provide a rough indication of trends regarding the level of 
third party violence in the workplace. Forty percent of respondents respectively 
either saw an upward trend in third party violence or argued the number incidents 
varied year on year, while 20% perceived a downward trend.  

Figure 4: Percentage of respondents reporting an upward/downward trend in 
incidents of third party violence 

Upward trend

Downward trend

Varies year on year

 Source: GHK survey of HOSPEEM, CEMR, CoESS and EuroCommerce members (2009) 

Three key reasons were given for the increase in violent and abusive behaviour by 
clients, where this was perceived: 

• Greater expectations from service providers  

• A generally less tolerant and more violent society 

• Introduction of policies and sensibilisation of employees has led to higher 
reporting 

All three points could have an impact and feed into the design of policy approaches 
to tackle the phenomenon, which will be elaborated in section 3 below. 

2.2 Impact of third party violence 

Other surveys, including the European Foundation’s European Working Conditions 
Survey, have already clearly indicated the impact of violence and harassment, 
including third party violence on individuals in terms of their performance as 
reflected in levels of absence from the workplace, reduced productivity etc. (quite 
apart from the impact on their personal well-being and private life). Our survey also 
sought to gage the impact employers in the four sectors felt resulted from third 
party violence. Low staff morale was considered to be the most common impact, 
followed by absences from work and difficulties with staff retention. Other factors 
specifically highlighted included reduced productivity and increasing costs for 
psychological treatment.  

 

 

 



RESPECT – Effective approaches to tackle third party violence in the workplace 
Interim report for HOSPEEM, EuroCommerce, CoESS and CEMR  

  

9                                                                                                                                                    

Figure 5: Impact of third party violence in the workplace (number of organisations 
mentioning key impact areas) 
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Source: GHK survey of HOSPEEM, CEMR, CoESS and EuroCommerce members (2009) 

On the whole, the impact of third party violence on the efficiency and effectiveness 
of organisations as well as employees was considered to be significant. Our next 
survey question addressed to what extent these concerns have inspired 
organisations to introduce specific policies to tackle third party violence and 
harassment. 

2.3 Prevalence of policies to tackle third party violence 

Under existing European and national health and safety regulations, employers 
have a duty of care towards their employees, which requires them to carry out risk 
assessments. Although it is more difficult to control the behaviour of third parties 
(clear disciplinary procedures can be introduced to protect against violence or 
harassment from other members of staff), certain working environments can be 
considered to make employees more prone to exposure to violence from 
clients/customers/service users or other members of the public. This can either be 
because of the nature of their “client” (for example in mental health care), their 
interaction (the need to restrict access either to entry, deny access to financial 
assistance or the need to remove children being only some examples) or the 
precariousness of the working environment itself (for example for lone workers, 
night workers or key holders). In such cases, risk assessment should provide an 
early indication of the need for precautions or interventions. In other situations, the 
potential threat of third party violence can be less difficult to establish, predict and 
therefore guard against.  

As a result of the general requirement for risk assessment, it might be considered 
unsurprising that despite the significant and increasing trend for the occurrence of 
such incidents, the number of specific policies developed and reported as part of 
our survey is relatively small. Figure 6 below shows that only 15 of the 49 
respondents indicated that they had developed a specific third party violence and 
harassment policy6. HOSPEEM members were more likely to have a dedicated 
policy, while CEMR members were least likely to indicate a targeted approach.  

                                                
6 Only 36 respondents answered this question. 
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However, two things must be borne in mind: 

• The absence of a targeted policy could simply indicate a mainstreamed 
approach through risk assessment; 

• Those organisations who did not consider third party violence to be a key 
issues have not invested in drawing up a policy to address the issue 

Figure 6 Number of respondents having developed specific third party violence policy 

Specific policy

No specific policy

 
Source: GHK survey of HOSPEEM, CEMR, CoESS and EuroCommerce members (2009) 
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3 KEY ELEMENTS OF POLICIES TO TACKLE THIRD PARTY 

VIOLENCE IN THE WORKPLACE 

Specific policy approaches to dealing with third party violence and harassment in 
the workplace differ from organisation to organisation, depending on the precise 
nature of the service being provided and the level of threat faced by employees. 
Clearly, many policies also refer directly to relevant national legislation. Having said 
that, there are also significant similarities in the approaches used. This section will 
set out the core elements of these policies. 

3.1 Definition 

While some organisations link their general policies on violence and harassment 
and dignity at work with their measures to address the specific phenomenon of third 
party violence, most of the examples submitted for our background research relate 
to dedicated policies to deal with aggression by service users/customers/the public. 

The starting point for many policy approaches is to define what constitutes 
“unreasonable” behaviour, which would be considered to be unacceptable. Such 
definitions can include the following: 

• Harassment on the grounds of sex, race, disability, religion or belief, age or 
sexual orientation (some policies define the potential nature of such 
harassment in more detail) 

• Verbal abuse or threatening behaviour 

• Physical violence 

Such incidents can be a one-off or repeated, vary in their severity and can 
constitute criminal offences aimed at the employee or organisational property. 

The majority - though by no means all - policies set out a “zero tolerance” approach 
in relation to staff being subjected to such behaviour by third parties. Around two 
thirds of respondents answering this question indicated the application of this 
approach, although this did not in all cases imply that all perpetrators are 
necessarily prosecuted or excluded (see monitoring, reporting and follow up). The 
latter are clearly linked to the level of severity of the offence against person or 
property. 

3.2 Prevention 

Prevention is the most important tool used to seek to reduce the number of 
incidents of third party violence and harassment against staff. Training is an 
important part of prevention, but such measures will be dealt with separately for the 
purposes of this report in section 3.3 below. As well as being linked to training and 
awareness raising, prevention is most closely associated with risk assessment and 
the implementation of measures to minimise risks. 

As mentioned above, the carrying out of risk assessments is a duty imposed on 
each employer by European and national legislation and therefore plays an 
important role in the management of third party violence. As the precise nature and 
level of the threat of violence and harassment differs from organisation to 
organisation and in different work settings, risk assessment provides the best 
approach to establish the level of potential threat and to plan and implement 
measures to address it. 
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Box 1: The development of risk management tools in the private  
  security industry in Sweden   

BYA is the Training and Working Environment Council of the Swedish Guarding Industry. 
Working together in this Council, ALMEGA (the Swedish Employers’ Organisation in the 
Private Security Industry and the Swedish Transport Workers’ Union, developed a series of 
checklists to guide risk assessment for different activities in the private security industry. They 
emphasise the pro-active implementation of existing legal requirements on employers to carry 
out risk assessment, which call on organisations to  

� Prevent risks and achieve satisfactory work environment and working conditions  
� Examine risks continuously and in a structured way  
� Carry out any measures needed  
� Follow up that required work is done  
� Cooperate with workers and union  
� Coordinate all work related to health and safety  
� Divide tasks between responsible persons within the company  
� Written documentation / policy / routines  

  
The checklists assisting employers in carrying out risk and implementing any necessary 
changes to the work environment, tools and processes.  
 

Measures arising from risk assessment can relate to: 

• Clear information regarding the nature and level of service 
clients/customers/service users should expect 

• The provision of “tools” aimed at safeguarding employees 

• Workplace design 

• Process design and work organisation 

3.2.1 Managing expectations  

In retail, health care, local authority service and private security environments, the 
management of customer expectations is critical to assist in reducing potential 
incidents of aggression or indeed violence. A number of policies therefore clearly 
emphasise the close link between organisational violence and harassment and 
customer care policies. This is particularly critical because many of the responses 
regarding the reasons for increases in incidents of third party violence indicated 
that they attribute this rise to increased expectations on the part of 
customer/client/service users. Expectations are clearly linked to levels of frustration 
if the service level expected is not seen to be delivered. Although this is clearly not 
an excuse for abusive, threatening or violent behaviour, the proper management of 
expectations can contribute to tackling third party violence. 

Managing expectations is closely linked to resource issues, which may or may not 
be within the control of the organisation or individual manager and can therefore be 
difficult to address. 
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Box 2: Policies and practices designed to help manage expectations 
  

Health sector 

Several of the policies submitted by NHS Trusts in the UK referred to the 
importance of being clear about waiting times in relation to hospital and surgery 
appointments and approximate waits in hospital emergency departments. 

Retail sector 

A number of retail sector policies encouraged stores to display information 
regarding stock levels and potential waiting times in order to manage customer 
expectations to provide up-front information. 

Local and regional government sectors/Private security sector 

Policy notices explaining reasons for denying access or providing clearly 
understandable guidance on access to benefits and services are measures 
suggested in these sectors to help inform customers and service users in advance 
of the level and nature of service they can expect to receive. 

 

3.2.2 Managing risks by designing “safe” workplaces  

“Safe” workplace design is an important element in reducing the threat of third party 
violence. Such methods are applied in policies in all the sectors covered and are 
most closely linked to risk assessment procedures. 

For example, many of the sample policies submitted by EuroCommerce members 
relate to dealing with the risk of robbery and theft and the threats of aggression or 
physical violence linked to such events. Risk assessment and the reduction of 
those risks therefore often relate to workplace and process design as well as the 
provision of certain “tools” making processes safer. Their design and provision can 
be adapted to the nature and location of the retail environment.  

Box 2: Prevention against robbery in the retail branch, Swedish retail 
  sector 

Examples of measures to ensure a “safe” workplace provided by this document prepared in 
the Swedish retail sector are: 

• Designing shops in a way to ensure that: 

o Stacked stock does not obscure visibility 

o Doors can easily be secured 

o A secure area is made available to count cash 

o Lighting is good, etc. 

• Tools and technology to make the retail environment more secure can 
include: 

o CCTV 

o Alarms with direct links to the policy 

o Store security guards 

o Secure tills 

o Vacuum sealed containers to transport cash, etc. 
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• Elements of process design and work organisation to reduce risk to staff 
include: 

o The establishment of secure routines for cash pickup or the 
transport of cash to banks 

o Limiting the amount to cash to be stored in tills at any given time 

o Staffing levels to ensure secure working, etc. 

 

The local and regional authority services and health care sectors obviously provide 
extremely diverse working environments, each requiring different approaches to 
safe workplace design based on risk assessment. Some examples given from 
these sectors are: 

Designing service environments in a way which: 

• Can restrict direct access to staff in particularly vulnerable situations (for 
example in situations where social security and job centre administration 
facilities are merged, some settings ensure that individuals responsible for 
dealing with – or indeed refusing - benefit claims work from a secure 
location; similar precautions may be required in locations providing child 
services which may deal with difficult situations of having to remove 
children from their parents). High risk sites might also require additional 
protection from security guards or CCTV 

• Some organisations have developed databases of clients/customers with 
histories of violent behaviour which can help staff be aware of potentially 
dangerous situations to allow them to take appropriate precautions 

• The design of waiting areas is bright, calm and welcoming, offering 
distractions for users while at the same time providing clear information on 
potential waiting times 

• Restricting access to items which could potentially be used as weapons 

In all sectors covered by this work, specific policies are often designed to deal with 
the threats faced by lone workers (lone worker policies).  

Box 3: Hertfordshire County Council Lone Worker Policy 

The County Council employs a significant number of lone workers, for example in social care 
settings and as a result has developed a specific policy aimed a protecting individuals working 
in such settings. 

Depending on the risk levels of the lone workers working environment, such individuals can 
be equipped with: 

• Phones which can be tracked/GPS 

• Panic buttons 

• CCTV 

• Personal alarms, etc. 

The lone worker policies often also sets out particular procedures for reporting to a control 
room to ensure colleagues are always aware of their whereabouts to allow rapid intervention. 
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3.3 Training and awareness raising 

As mentioned above, training and awareness raising is a vital part of prevention. It 
can also influence the management of threatening and potentially violent situations 
facing workers. Training measures are therefore not surprisingly among the most 
common approaches implemented by employers to help deal with third party 
violence. 

3.3.1 Training 

Training is usually designed to raise awareness of and help deal with potential and 
actual threats and is either targeted at and delivered to all employees (often as part 
of their induction process), or is aimed at managers to help them train their 
respective team members. 

Key elements of training packages developed include: 

• Raising awareness of potential threats of abusive behaviour, harassment 
and violence and what is considered to be unacceptable 

• Awareness raising of relevant policies and their responsibilities in 
implementing the policies, including customer care policies 

• Information about reporting, monitoring and follow-up procedures and 
various roles and responsibilities in relation to these processes 

• Information about support and counselling services available to victims of 
third party violence 

• Techniques for identifying and dealing with aggressive behaviour and 
potentially violent situations 

Box 4: Training on conflict management, Carrefour retail 

The Carrefour retail group has developed a specific conflict management training programme 
(SOS Conflit) delivered to staff as part of their induction process. 

The aim of the training is to help workers understand the emotional mechanisms affecting 
other people’s actions and decision making, as well as one’s own responses and how these 
can be controlled and managed in order to avoid or deal with potentially threatening or violent 
situations. The training is based on videos, instruction and role play. 

 

As well as informing managers and workers about the content of policies and 
reporting and victim support procedures, the main feature of existing training 
courses is to develop skills and capacities for diffusing aggression in order to 
prevent escalation. In some cases, training goes further to cover self defence and 
acceptable forms of restraint. Depending on the sector and types of threats being 
faced, training may need to include information regarding: 

• Procedures for apprehending shoplifters 

• Procedures for dealing with individuals under the influence of alcohol or 
drugs 

• Procedures for and specialised training for using physical restraint 

• Procedures for the exclusion of perpetrators, etc. 

These elements of training link closely with the importance for policy measures to 
include specific statements regarding the monitoring, reporting and follow up of 
incidents of third party violence. 
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3.3.2 Awareness raising among the public 

As well as awareness raising of the level of service to be expected, many 
organisations have also invested significantly in publicity campaigns to ensure 
customers/service users/the public are aware of what is considered to be 
unacceptable behaviour towards their staff. Such information campaigns also tend 
to highlight the measures which will be taken against anyone perpetrating violence 
against or harassing their employees. 

3.4 Monitoring, reporting and follow up 

Effective approaches to tackling third party violence require clear monitoring and 
reporting. Depending on the severity of the incident, reporting will either only be 
through internal (health and safety) procedures, or will involve reporting to the 
police or other external agencies. Reporting processes and requirements for 
different types of incidents should be clearly set out at part of the policy.  

3.4.1 Reporting, exclusion, restraint and/or prosec ution of perpetrators 

Whether or not a perpetrator of third party violence is prosecuted, barred or 
excluded largely depends on the severity of the incident.  

Responses to our survey varied regarding the question whether – and in which way 
– perpetrators are dealt with. This will relate not only to policy, but also national 
legislation and sector of activity (for example it may be more difficult to exclude an 
individual from access to services in the health care sector or if they have legal 
entitlements to benefits). While most responses indicated that perpetrators of 
violence are prosecuted either in the civil or criminal courts (if possible), a 
significant number stated that no such prosecutions are currently taken. 

Reporting routes and procedures should be clear depending on the nature of the 
incident and the likely outcome (e.g. will there be a prosecution, will the perpetrator 
be barred/excluded, has the perpetrator been restrained, etc.) and in each case 
relevant phone numbers and contact persons as well as forms to complete should 
be provided. 

Reporting and monitoring can include the compilation of a database of repeat 
“offenders” which can in certain situations be shared between related service 
providers in order to help them deal with potential threat levels. However, the 
gathering of such data will be strictly controlled by data protection regulations and 
other national provisions. 

Reporting of incidents should feed into future risk assessment to influence 
workplace design and prevention measures. 

3.4.2 Victim follow-up support 

Immediately after the incident, a manager or supervisor should be informed to 
report the events and take appropriate action. It may also be useful to offer victims 
an opportunity to talk through the events with other members of staff present, their 
line managers or trade union representatives in order to be able to express their 
feelings, but also to potentially use the events as a learning experience. Any such 
intervention such of course be voluntary. 

If required, prompt medical attention should be provided. Depending on the severity 
of the incident and the individual’s reaction, the opportunity may need to be offered 
to leave work and to call on friends or relatives to offer assistance in getting home. 

The availability of free and confidential support to victims of harassment and 
violence is a vital part of any third party violence policy. Policies should clearly state 
how such support can be accessed and should emphasise its confidential nature to 
avoid those affected from feeling further victimised by their need for psychological 
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support or physical rehabilitation. Such support may not only be needed 
immediately after the event, but could be required over a longer period of time. 

Ideally, different options should be offered to obtain psychological support, should a 
victim not wish to access “in-house” facilities (occupation health services, trade 
union representatives, or an agency mandated directly by the company). For 
example, information on victim support services offered by local or national 
voluntary organisations could also be provided. 

Victims who are required to appear in court in support of the prosecution of a 
perpetrator should receive additional dedicated support from their employer. 

3.4.3 Policy evaluation 

Evaluation is an essential tool in determining the success or otherwise of a specific 
third party violence policy approach. However, very few of the policy documents 
submitted so far, make any specific reference to periodic evaluation and follow-up. 

It is clear that in relation to managing the incidence of third party violence, societal 
and other factors are at play which could influence the frequency of such events, 
which are outside the control of policy makers and those implementing the policy 
approach. As a result, aggressive and violent behaviour by the public could 
increase despite its successful implementation. Monitoring and evaluation is 
nonetheless important and different benchmarks and targets ought to be set not 
only to assess trends in the number of incidents, but also to monitor whether their 
severity might be declining as a result of better management, or whether their 
impact on staff morale, recruitment or retention is changing become clearer policy 
guidance and training generates a sense of being able to cope better or being more 
supported by management. Similarly, effective victim support can and should 
reduce any reduction in productivity or the need for time off in many cases. 
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4 AWARENESS AND IMPACT OF CROSS-SECTORAL 

AGREEMENT ON VIOLENCE AND HARASSMENT IN THE 

WORKPLACE 

4.1 Level of awareness of cross-sectoral agreement 

As outlined in the introduction, the European cross-sectoral social concluded an 
autonomous framework agreement on violence and harassment in the workplace in 
April 2007, which acknowledges the relevance of third party violence, but leaves it 
up to national implementation to determine whether this aspect should be covered. 
Its substantive content largely focuses on violence and harassment by colleagues 
or managers in the workplace. 

Among the members of the sectoral employers organisations HOSPEEM, CEMR, 
EuroCommerce and CoESS, the level of awareness of the cross-sectoral 
agreement was relatively high (see Figure 6 below), but maybe not as high as 
might have been expected, with just over 60% of respondents indicating that they 
had heard of the agreement.  

Figure 6: Level of awareness of the 2007 cross-sectoral social partner agreement on 
violence and harassment in the workplace 

Aware 

Not aware

 

Source: GHK survey of HOSPEEM, CEMR, CoESS and EuroCommerce members (2009) 

While all but one of the CEMR members and the majority of EuroCommerce were 
aware of the BusinessEurope/UEAPME, ETUC and CEEP agreement, the vast 
majority of respondents affiliated to CoESS stated that they were not aware of it. 
Two of the three HOSPEEM respondents to this question stated that they were not 
aware of the agreement. Knowledge of the European cross-sectoral agreement is 
likely to be lower among individual organisational members at national level (rather 
than national affiliates of the 4 organisations). This may well explain the relatively 
low awareness rate among CoESS and HOSPEEM members. 

Knowledge of the existing agreement may have influenced the extent to which 
respondents felt the need for multi-sectoral action on the issue at the European 
level (see section 4.3 below). 

4.2 Impact of cross-sectoral agreement on policy development 

Of the 33 organisations which responded to this question, 257 argued that the 
European agreement had no impact on the content of their policy. It was not 

                                                
7 It is not clear why 25 respondents indicated that the cross-sectoral agreement had no impact on their policy, when 
only 15 respondents stated that they had developed a specific policy. It can only be assumed that reference might be 
made here to wider health and safety policies. 
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possible to establish from the answers whether this was because there was in any 
case close alignment between the approach of the cross-sectoral agreement and 
individual policies or whether the European agreement was considered to be 
irrelevant (or indeed other reasons). 

Figure 7: Impact o the cross-sectoral agreement on violence and harassment on 
national/local agreements 

Influence

No influence

 
 Source: GHK survey of HOSPEEM, CEMR, CoESS and EuroCommerce members (2009) 

It is interesting that among those organisations which noted that the European 
cross-sectoral agreement had been relevant in shaping their national/local policy 
approach a number remarked that it was the national implementation of this 
agreement which had/was likely to influence their approach. 
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5 SUPPORT FOR A EUROPEAN MULTI-SECTORAL 

INITIATIVE ON THIRD PARTY VIOLENCE 

As indicated in the introduction, a number of multi-sectoral meetings and events 
have already taken place to assess the need for and possibility to agree joint action 
on the issue of third party violence. This project is part of the process of discussion. 
In advance of these detailed discussions it is too early to prejudge the desire, 
likelihood or precise shape of such action. Nonetheless our survey asked members 
of HOSPEEM, EuroCommerce, CoESS and CEMR to indicate their current feelings 
about the desirability of European multi-sectoral action on this issue. 

Figure 8: Share of respondents welcoming a joint European multi-sectoral initiative on 
third party violence 

Would welcome initiative

Would not welcome
initiative

 Source: GHK survey of HOSPEEM, CEMR, CoESS and EuroCommerce members (2009) 

Around 70% of respondents indicated that they would welcome a joint European 
multi-sectoral initiative, without being specific about the precise nature of such an 
initiative. It is fair to say that this result was heavily skewed by the fact that all 
respondents from CoESS stated they would welcome such a move, whereas 
among the other partner organisations, support was much more muted. Around 
63% of CEMR respondents also welcomed such an initiative where among 
HOSPEEM and EuroCommerce members views were divided 50:50. It is unclear at 
this point whether the strong support for action from CoESS members has anything 
to do with their relatively low level of awareness of the cross-sectoral agreement on 
violence and harassment in the workplace or whether other factors are involved. 
Similarly, it is not clear whether the significant initiatives which have already been 
taken by EuroCommerce and in the commerce sector social dialogue on this issue 
have influenced the desire and perception of the necessity of any further action. It 
could also be the case that it is the multi-sectoral approach which is causing an 
issue for certain organisations who might feel that the specificities of their sector 
require a dedicated approach. 

These are questions which need to be discussed in more detail as the project 
progresses and should not lead to any foregone conclusions. 
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6  CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS 

6.1.1 Relevance of policies to address third party violence 

Findings from this and other research clearly indicate that third party violence is a 
damaging phenomenon showing an increase in incidents in most of the countries 
and sectors participating in this project. The impact of third party violence and 
harassment on staff morale, recruitment and retention and absence rates and 
productivity is significant. 

It is therefore clearly in employers’ interest to devise policies to tackle this 
phenomenon.  

6.1.2 Opportunities for a multi-sectoral approach 

A variety of regulations and measures already exist which contribute to devising 
effective policy approaches to tackle third party violence. With regards to legislation 
the most important is the requirement to carry out risk assessment and to address 
the risks identified. 

In addition, the cross-sectoral social partners have drawn up an autonomous 
agreement to deal with violence and harassment in the workplace, which can (but 
does not necessarily) cover third party violence in its national implementation. 
Reporting on national measures taken to implement this agreement are still under 
way and it remains difficult to assess how many countries will cover third party 
violence specifically as part of their implementation strategy. 

A multi-sectoral approach could therefore be very relevant, as the sectors taking 
part in this project show a particularly high incidence of third party violence and 
harassment in the workplace. 

The next question is whether a multi-sectoral approach is indeed suitable in relation 
to such diverse sectors. The message which appears to emerge from comparing 
policy approaches designed and implemented in the different sectors is that there is 
indeed a significant amount of commonality in the core elements of the approach, 
although the specificities necessarily differ to reflect the specific risks facing each 
sector and working environment. 

6.1.3 Key policy elements 

The main elements of policies aimed at tackling third party violence are the 
following: 

• Clear definition 

• Preventative measures including: 

o Managing expectations by providing clear information regarding 
the nature and level of service clients/customers/service users 
should expect 

o Designing “safe workplaces” through risk assessment, including 

� The provision of “tools” aimed at safeguarding employees 

� Workplace design 

� Process design and work organisation 

• Training and awareness raising 

• Clear monitoring report and follow-up 
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• Provision of support to victims 

• Procedures for policy evaluation and review 

A number of policies mentioned the importance of the involvement of social 
partners and other key stakeholders in the design of policies. 

6.1.4 Next steps  

A conference will be held on 22 October at which the results of the study will be 
presented together with a number of selected good practice examples identified as 
part of the project. The conference will also provide the opportunity for all project 
partners to decide on any next steps 

This report will be amended following the closing conference to take account on 
any additional findings and recommendations, as well as the overall conference 
proceedings. 
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Annex 1 
 

Questionnaire 
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Dear members of EuroCommerce, CoESS, CEMR-EP and HOSPEEM 
 
RESPECT Project  - Effective approaches to tackling third party violence in the 
workplace 
 
Research shows that one in ten workers in the European Union suffer violence, bullying and 
harassment at work in any given year. Among these incidents, violence and harassment on 
the part of customers/clients/service users towards workers - so called third party violence -is 
far more common than between staff of the same organisation. The impact on the mental and 
physical health of worker of such experiences is significant and ranges from distress and 
feelings of humiliation suffered to actual severe physical injury (or even death) and severe 
mental trauma often leading to long absences from work (and associated lost productivity) 
and difficulties with staff retention or recruitment.  
 
In April 2007, the cross-sectoral social partners, BusinessEurope, CEEP, ETUC and 
UEAPME reached agreement on an autonomous framework agreement on dealing with 
violence and harassment in the workplace. The agreement mentions third party violence, but 
leaves it up to social partners at Member State level whether or not to include this aspect in 
their national implementation of the European text. It is for this reason that employer and 
trade union organisations in the European health, local and regional government, commerce 
and private security sectors decided to launch a study to explore good practices in tackling 
third party violence, to explore common elements of such practice and to decide on this basis 
whether it would be possible and indeed useful to negotiate a multi-sectoral initiative on 
dealing with this issue. 
 
HOSPEEM, CEMR-EP, EuroCommerce and CoESS have asked GHK Consulting to assist in 
this project. With this survey, they seek the invaluable support of their member organisations 
to quantify the problem and trends in its developments, as well as identifying proactive 
policies at sectoral and organisational level aimed at tackling third party violence. Your 
assistance in completing this questionnaire is much appreciated, as it will allow the consultant 
and the social partners to identify key elements of good practice which could be brought 
together and disseminated to help raise awareness and reduce the incidence of third party 
violence in the workplace. 
 
Please complete this questionnaire and return it to tina.weber@ghkint.com by 5th May 2009. 
Thank you very much in advance for your assistance. Should you have any questions about 
the RESPECT project, please contact GHK on the above email address. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
Dr Tina Weber 
Principal Researcher 
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1. Do you regularly record incidents of third party violence occurring in your 
sector/organisation? 

Yes  
No (if no, go to question 5)  

 
2. If yes, how many such reported incidents have occurred in the last year for which 

data is available? 

 
 

 
3. Describe the trend in the number of such incidents over the last 5 years  

Upwards  
Downwards  
Varies year on year  

 
4. How would you explain this trend? 

 
 

 
5. What is the impact of such violent incidents on the workforce  

Increases the rate of absenteeism/sickness absence  
Causes difficulties in keeping staff  
Causes difficulties in recruitment  
Affects staff morale  
Other  

 
6. Has your organisation implemented a specific policy to deal with third party violence? 

Yes  
No (if no, please state why not and move to question h)  
 

7. Please describe the policy in relation to the following   

Reasons for implementation 
 

 

Date of implementation  
Duration (completed or 
ongoing?) 

 

Who was involved in designing 
the policy? What has been the 
specific role of the social 
partners? 

 

Who is involved in implementing 
the policy? 

 

What are the key 
elements/targets of your policy? 

Prevention 
Improving Partnerships 
Awareness raising 
Setting out a clear process of  reporting 
Process of pursuing perpetrators 
Other 

Content of the policy/practice 
(attach relevant web-links/policy 
documents) 
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Does the policy apply a zero 
tolerance approach (i.e. a 
commitment to report all 
incidents to the authorities? 

 

Do you prosecute perpetrators?  
Do you exclude certain 
customers/clients who have 
perpetrated violence against 
your staff? 

 

Is the route used the civil or 
criminal courts? 

 

Impact of the policy (i.e. has it 
successfully reduced the 
number incidents of third party 
violence; number of 
prosecutions/individuals barred 
etc.). If it has not reduced the 
number of incidents, what is the 
reason for this? 

 

 
8. Have you heard of the 2007 cross-sectoral social partner agreement on violence and 

harassment? 

Yes  
No  

 
9. Has this agreement influenced your policy? 

Yes  
No  

 
10. Would you welcome a multi-sectoral European joint social partner initiative on this 

issue? 

Yes  
No  

 
Please return this survey to tina.weber@ghkint.com by 5th May 2009. 
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Annex 2 
 

Responses received by 18/6/2009 
 
 
CEMR CoESS EuroCommerce HOSPEEM 
Finland; CLAE; Bjarne Andersson; 
Bjarne.Andersson@kuntaliitto.fi 

Austria; G4S; Marion Kern; 
julia.schneller@at.g4s.com 

France x3 
Carrefour Group; Coline Donon; 
coline_donon@carrefour.com 

UK x4 
Southampton NHS Trust; Rachel 
Martyn-Long; Rachel.Martyn-
Long@suht.swest.nhs.uk 
NHS Security Management Service; 
Susan Frith; 
susan.frith@cfsms.gsi.gov.uk 

Cyprus; hadjidemetriou@ucm.org.cy Belgium; APEG-BVBO ; Leen Van 
Sand; lvs@i-b-s.be 
ACA; Michel Verstraelen; 
vrt@oktopus.com 

Denmark; Dansk Erhverv; Rikke B. 
Ørum; rbo@danskerhverv.dk 

Denmark; Danish Regions; Louise 
Bøllingtoft; lob@regioner.dk 

Estonia; Estonia Local Authorities; 
Ille Allsaar; ille.allsaar@ell.ee 

Bulgaria; NAFTSO; Ivan Ivanov; 
office@naftso.org 

Germany x2 
Hauptverband des Deutschen 
Einzelhandels; Beat Späth ; 
spaeth.europa@HDE.de 
REWE; Anja Loercher;  
Anja.Loercher@rewe-group.com 

Finland; CLAE; Bjarne Andersson; 
Bjarne.Andersson@kuntaliitto.fi 

Netherlands; Vereniging van 
Nederlandse Gemeenten; Nicolette 
Piekaar; 
Nicolette.Piekaar@VNG.NL  

Cyprus; Group G4S; Stelios Vassiliou; 
stelios.vassiliou@cy.g4s.com 

Italy; Confcommercio; 
previdenza@confcommercio.it 

Sweden; Swedish Association of 
Local Authorities and Regions, Ned 
Carter; ned.carter@skl.se 

UK; LGE; Kelvin Scorer; 
Kelvin.Scorer@lge.gov.uk 

Denmark; Confederation of Danish 
Industry; Susanne Linhart; sli@di.dk 

Malta; GRTU; Abigail Mamo ; 
abigail.mamo@grtu.org.mt 

 

Slovakia; ZMOS; Zuzana Čupilová; 
cupilova@zmos.sk 

Hungary; MBVMSZ; Dr. József Kaló; 
lglx01@gmail.com 
 

Portugal; CCP; Helena Leal; 
helenaleal@ccp.pt 
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Sweden; Swedish Association of 
Local Authorities and Regions, Ned 
Carter; ned.carter@skl.se 

Italy; FederSicurezza Itay; Giuseppe 
Gabriele 
federsicurezzaeuropa@federsicurezza.it 

Norway; HSH; Malin Smit 
malin.smit@hsh-org.no 

 

Denmark; Danish Regions; Louise 
Bøllingtoft; lob@regioner.dk 

Macedonia; Komora na R.Makedonija 
za obezbeduvanje na lica i imot; Sanja 
Kermetcieva,;  
sanjak@obezbeduvanje.org.mk 

Slovakia; Slovak Association of 
Commerce and Tourism; Jozef 
Orgonáš; gs@biznis.sk 

 

Latvia; Latvian Association of Local 
and Regional Governments; Vienta 
Reitere; vineta@lps.lv 

Netherlands; Trigion Aviation Security 
Schiphol; Hans Streumer; 
HStreumer@trigion.nl 

Sweden; Policy received from 
EuroCommerce Secretariat 

 

Romania; Municipality Baia Mare  Romania; PATROSEC; 
contact@patrosec.ro 

UK x4 
ASDA; Andrew Rees; 
andrew.rees@asda.co.uk 
COOP Estates; Andrew Pope; 
Andrew.pope@co-operative.coop 
Coop Food;  Richard Quinn; 
richard.quinn@co-operative.coop 
ICTS; Paul Hunter; 
paul.hunter_uk@icts.co.uk 

 

Greece; KEDKE; Dimitris Birbas;  
birbas@kedke.gr 
 

Serbia; Serbian Association of Private 
Security Company; Dusan Davidovic; 
dcentar@iksi.bg.ac.yu 

Austria; Bundesgremium des 
Maschinenhandels; Lothar 
Markowitsch; 
renate.schuster@wko.at 

 

Ireland; Local Government 
Management Services Board; Ger 
Moriarty; gmoriarty@lgmsb.ie 

Spain; Prosegur; RUBEN 
HERNANDEZ; 
ruben.hernandez@es.prosegur.com 

  

Norway; Norwegian Association of 
Regional and Local Authorities; Liv 
Overaae; liv.overaae@ks.no 

Sweden; ALMEGA; Marcus Lindstrom; 
Marcus.Lindstrom@almega.se 

  

 Slovenia; Zbornica za razvoj 
slovenskega zasebnega varovanja; Ingo 
Paš; zrszv@zrszv.si 

  

 


