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1 Introduction 

This document provides the report from the closing conference of the project on the 
Implementation of the multi-sectoral guidance on third party violence in the workplace, which 
was held in Warsaw on 27 October 2011. 

1.1 Background of the project 

On 16 July 2010, EPSU, UNIEuropa, ETUCE, HOSPEEM, CEMR, EFEE, 
EUROCOMMERCE, COESS, representing the social partners of the commerce, private 
security, local governments, education and hospital sectors have reached an agreement on 
multi-sectoral guidelines aimed to tackle third-party violence and harassment at work 
(http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&newsId=896&furtherNews=yes).. 

These Guidelines have been developed following two major conferences organised with the 
support of the Commission in March 2008 and October 2009 at which the outcomes of a 
research on third-party violence were presented along with case studies and joint 
conclusions . Therefore, these Guidelines build on these initiatives and complement the 
cross-sectoral Framework Agreement on Harassment and Violence at Work of 26 April 2007 
(http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/dsw/public/actRetrieveText.do?id=8446). 

The organisation which were party to the multi-sectoral guidelines subsequently decided to 
disseminate the guidelines and obtained funding from the European Commission for a 
project to assist with the translation of the guidance into all EU languages, for three regional 
seminars and a final conference to be held with the goal making the guidelines more widely 
known, sharing good practices in tackling third party violence in the workplace and 
encouraging national member organisations to think about how the guidelines will be 
implemented in each Member State. GHK Consulting was commissioned to assist in the 
moderation of these events and in the preparation of reports. 

1.2 Purpose of the conference 

The purpose of the conference was to disseminate the results of the three regional 
workshops, present some of the most innovative and evaluated approaches implemented to 
dealing with third party violence, reflect on the work and views of key partners such as 
OSHA and the European Commission, as well as to highlight the next steps in the national 
implementation and European monitoring process. 

1.3 Purpose of this report 

The goal of this report is to summarise the discussions of the conference. 
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2 The importance of tackling third party violence in the 
workplace 

The conference kicked-off with a re-iteration by the sectoral social partner organisations 
involved in preparing the guidelines of tackling third party violence in the workplace in order 
to avoid the negative individual and organisational effects of such behaviour, which 
ultimately leads not only to personal but also economic costs.  

In her presentation, Malgorzata Milczarek outlined the work of OSHA in this area.  She also 
emphasised both the individual and organisational costs of third party violence. It individual 
level, this can lead to  

 Physical injuries, stress, fear, psychosomatic symptoms, emotional exhaustion, 
sleeping programs, anxiety, depression, problems with concentration and reduced 
job satisfaction 

At organisational level, third party violence often results in high staff absenteeism, turnover, 
higher insurance costs and lower staff performance, all of which add up to a significant 
economic cost. 

OSHA has carried out a European Survey of Enterprises on new and emerging risks (ESENER), which 
asks managers and employee representatives how health and safety risks are managed in their 
workplace, with particular focus on work-related stress, violence and harassment.  

The survey reflects significant concern among both sides about stress, violence, bullying and 
harassment. At an EU average, just under 40% of respondents reported some or indeed series 
concern about threats of violence, but reporting varied from country to country. Having to deal with 
difficult customers was second only to having to deal with time pressures among employee concerns 
causing stress. 

The survey also showed that the measures taken are often reactive, but encompass a wide range of 
initiatives including training (including in conflict resolution), changes in work organisation and 
workplace redesign. 

Another survey carried out by OSHA in 2009 found that the main reasons for not having nation-wide or 
sector specific initiatives to address third party violence were:  

 The lack of appropriate tools/methods for assessing and managing the issue 

 Lacking scientific evidence 

 Low prioritisation of the issue 

 Lack of awareness 

 Lack of specific regulation 

 OSHA can offer sector specific risk assessment tools to help assess and manage all risks, including 
psycho-social risks.  

The issue will also again be highlighted in an awareness raising campaign on practical solutions for 
psycho-social risks due to take place in 2014-2015. 
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3 Lessons from the regional workshops 

Tina Weber (GHK) summarised some of the key lessons from the three regional workshops, 
which took place in London, Rome and Prague as part of the project.  

Echoing the presentation from OSHA, it was clear that the lack of co-ordinated, widespread 
action in this issue can be linked to a lack of a clear definition of third party violence in law in 
most Member States, the absence of comparable measurement, the strength (or lack 
therefore) of bi-partitite and triparate co-operation on this and wider workplace issues. 

Many of the initiatives presented and discussions at the regional workshops demonstrated 
efforts being made the measure the phenomenon at the sectoral and workplace level, to 
develop appropriate response and to evaluate outcomes. 

Such measurements often show a much higher incidence of third party violence than that 
measured officially (where such data are available) or in European surveys. 

Good practices most frequently focus on risk assessment and improving workplace design 
and work organisation in order to prevent risk from arising in the first place. 

Examples presented demonstrated the importance of good co-operation between social 
partners and other relevant local and national agencies such as the police and others in 
achieving successful outcomes.  

Equally relevant is early support to victims of third party violence; as a number of cases 
clearly demonstrated reduced long term psychological effects for victims if such support was 
made available.  

The regional workshops demonstrated that only very few countries had begun meetings to 
implement the guidelines at national level (although some organisation were clearly involved 
in the implementation of the broader, cross industry social partner agreement on violence 
and harassment in the workplace). The regional workshops therefore provided an important 
impetus in this process, as well as valuable contacts with partner organisations from other 
sectors, as well as good practice lessons. 

It was emphasised that this dissemination project should only be seen as the first step in the 
process of national implementation of the guidelines. 
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4 Good practices in tackling third party violence 

4.1 Key elements of good practice 

The regional workshops highlighted the following key elements of policies and practices 
aimed at dealing with third party violence in the workplace: 

 

 

▪ A clear definition 
▪ Preventative measures including: 

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

− 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 
▪ Provision of support to victims 
▪ Procedures for policy evaluation and review  

 

4.2 Examples of existing practice presented at the conference 

A number of examples of existing practices were presented at the conference, which are 
briefly summarised below. Further information can be obtained from the slides which will be 
lodged on a dedicated website. 

4.2.1 Polish commerce sector  

Representatives from Kaufland and Auchan highlighted the importance of creating a safe 
environment for staff working in shops, particularly during difficult economic times when 
criminality is often on the rise. Thefts from stores and staff absence linked to related violent 
incidents have a significant financial cost and it is therefore considered to be advantageous 
to invest in security/prevention.  

A training programme has therefore been implemented on how to deal with difficult 
customers has well as potentially hazardous situations. Workplace design is also regularly 
discussed and improved in health and safety committees. 

The Polish commerce sector trade union emphasised that such positive initiatives are often 
limited to a few larger stores and more needs to be done to prevent the abuse of staff and to 
provide training. Of some importance here is the challenge of improving the image of 
working in the sector. 

4.2.2 Polish education and local government sectors  

Violence was unfortunately considered to be very present in the Polish education sector. 
Prevention was seen to be of critical importance, as well as the promotion of good practices, 
including anti-mobbing policies. One of the weaknesses in the Polish legislation was 
considered to be the lack of a clear definition of third party violence.  

In the local government sector, there are some positive initiatives at local level seeking to 
deal with the issue and the European guidelines were welcomed for providing a further 
impetus to raise the profile of the need to address third party violence. 
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4.2.3 UK commerce sector 

On behalf of USDAW, Doug Russell presented the “Freedom from Fear” campaign, started 
in the British retail sector in 2002. The definition used for third party violence is “abuse or 
threatening behaviour experienced at work”, it covers all types of violence, both physical and 
psychological.  

He underlined that in the retail sector, the key triggers for third party violence to occur, 
include the following: 

▪ Apprehending suspected shop thieves  
▪ Robbery of cash or valuable goods 
▪ Sale of age-restricted goods  
▪ Queuing at counter/checkout 
▪ Not having advertised items in stock 
▪ Arguments over refunds for faulty goods 
▪ Allegations of short-change/cash-back errors 

A survey carried out by G4S in 2009 demonstrated some worrying statistics in relation to 
public perception about the treatment of retail staff with 1 in 20 respondents arguing that it 
was OK to verbally abuse staff if customers are unhappy with the service. Around 150,000 
respondents even felt that it was acceptable to physically abuse staff and 760,000 
respondents thought it acceptable to steal from large retailers. 

Although there had been guidance on third party violence from the UK Health and Safety 
Executive, co-ordinated action to spread awareness of the issue and encourage action to be 
taken was seen to be missing prior to the campaign started in 2002. 

A key feature of this campaign is its “tripartite” approach, involving the trade union Usdaw, 
the British Retail Consortium (employers’ organisation), the National Retail Crime Prevention 
Strategy Group led by the Crime Prevention Minister and the police and local authorities. 

The trade union’s role in the campaign was to support national initiatives, work with 
individual employers to improve security, to hold an annual event supporting “respect for 
shopworkers” and to participate in annual “Freedom from Fear” summit meetings with the 
government and other key stakeholders. 

The campaign can be shown to have been successful as the incidence of third party violence 
in the retail sector has been on a significant downward trajectory. The next step in the work 
will be a survey of stores to be carried out in 2011 and 2012 to assess developments and 
outcomes. 

4.2.4 German commerce sector 

On behalf of employers in the German commerce sector, Thomas Götte presented the 
challenges facing the sector and the measures which have been taken to seek to protect 
staff in the retail sector. One important feature of the system in Germany is the existence of 
occupational health insurances financed by employers and managed by both trade unions 
employers to improve health and safety in the workplace. The number of physical and 
mental injuries (leading to absences from work) have fluctuated over the years, but remain at 
a rather high level (around 1290 per year). The vast majority of such incidents in the retail 
sector are linked to robberies and violence perpetrated against staff in the commission of 
such offences. A bundle of measures including guidance on the prevention of robberies 
(both for large companies and for SMEs) has therefore been developed and significant 
emphasis is placed on early support to victim, which has been shown to significantly reduce 
any negative long term effects.  

4.2.5 Portuguese education sector 

Arminda Braganca presented some revealing statistics about the level of incidence of third 
party violence in schools in Portugal. The number of such events has decreased from 6039 
in 2007/2008 to 4713 in 2009/2010. Other students are at greatest risk of becoming victims 
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of such incidents, followed by teachers and support staff. Most of these violent incidents are 
concentrated on a very small number of schools, demonstrating that the risk tends to be 
concentrated on inner city areas with high levels of social deprivation. The main difficulty in 
addressing the issue had been the lack of willingness by individuals affected as well as 
school heads to report and tackle the issue. The first step that therefore need to be taken 
was to raise awareness that such behaviour would not be tolerated and action would be 
taken in all cases. Appropriate training was provided to principals and management staff as 
well as pupils, teachers and support staff. A policy based on risk assessment was developed 
which incorporated safer workplace design and the provision of suitable communication tools 
and security measures. Equally important were agreements with relevant authorities such as 
the police and the courts on how to deal with such cases. 

In order to make this approach work a wide range of partners had to be involved, including 
the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Internal Safety and Administration, the Ministry of 
Health, the Ministry of Labour, the Attorney General, the police and National Guard, the 
National Observatory for School Safety, Committees for the protection of children, 
Universities and other civil society organisations. 

Legal regulations and guidelines are of significance in regulating how violent incidents 
should be dealt with. These are set down in the penal code, student statute and internal 
school rules. 

An electronic system was set up to register incidents. As a result of all these actions it has 
been possible to reduce the occurrence of third party violence and to offer better and clearer 
follow up for victims. 
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5 Follow-up to regional workshops 

Three presentations from Sweden (one from the commerce sector and one from the local 
and regional government sector) and from Norway emphasised that work begun prior to the 
regional seminars has been continued, at the same time as efforts are being made to 
approve the relevant translations of the guidelines. 

In the regional and local government sector in Sweden (also responsible for health care and 
education) work is under way to co-operate with other sectoral social partner organisations 
to work on and approve the translation of the guidelines. In the health care sector in 
particular a lot of work has already been carried out and continues in relation to risk 
assessment and the provision of training. A national conference on third party violence is 
due to be held in October 2012. 

In the Swedish commerce sector, there has long been an approach of strong co-operation  in 
the shape of a permanent body to monitor and address health and safety issues (HAK – the 
Committee for Health and Safety in Commerce, which brings together employee, business 
and employer organisations). The police and the national crime prevention council are 
supporting a programme for protection against robberies, which is administered by HAK. 

The programme sets down a set of standards to be met, which – if met – can lead to a store 
being accredited and allowed to display a visible symbol of their accreditation. The standards 
include having: 

1 A responsible person for security 
2 Training adapted to the retail branch in security questions 
3 Routines for security work 
4 Lockable tills (with code and key) 
5 Cashboxes, vacuum tube system or a system for sealed cash handling 
6 Special secure area for the counting of cash and valuable documents 
7 Locker for valuables (it is recommended that a deposit box is included) 
8 Alarm possibilities 
9 Security adapted doors and lock routines  
10 Height markers (for identification) 
11 Staff- and goods entrance 
12 Carefully planned transport of cash 
13 Routines for taking care of victims of robbery  

The programme has had highly visible and positive effects in many locations, with significant 
reductions in robberies and associated assaults. 

The strategy relies on strong local co-operations between partners including the policy, shop 
owners and trade unions/workers and forms and ongoing process. 

In the Norwegian local government sector, work has been done at national and at regional 
level, working towards prevention, awareness raising, training and support for victims of third 
party violence. A particularly emphasis is place on health and social work where the 
incidence of third party violence is greatest. 
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6 Conclusions and next steps 

On behalf of the European Commission, Nadia El Haggagi very much welcomed the initiative 
taken by the project and the lessons arising from it in relation to the national implementation 
of the guidelines. She emphasised that the European Commission can provide assistance 
for follow-up actions to implement European level agreements and guidelines. The 
Commission will soon carry out its own monitoring of the implementation of the cross-
industry agreements on stress and violence and harassment in the workplace. She also 
highlighted the work of Eurofound in gathering relevant data on working conditions (also 
covering the issue of third party violence). 

The participating sectoral social partner organisations also emphasised the important 
outcomes achieved by the project, which must be seen to act as a first step towards national 
implementation of the guidelines. Commonalities between the sectors involved were 
highlighted as well as the need to add some sectoral specificities to national implementation. 

It is now important to approve all translations by December will all reports, presentations and 
translations will be published as an output from the project. 


