
Risk Managers Can Save Lives
When Workplace Violence Strikes

Over 70% of U.S. organizations have no formal loss control program in place

BY BILL CARNEY AND JAcK ASPEN

V IRGINIA TECH has long been known 
for its academic programs, gifted stu-
dents and quiet, bucolic campus. 

These days, unfortunately, it’s also known 
for being home to the deadliest mass 
shooting in our country’s history—a trag-
edy that now has the once cozy 2,600-acre 
campus awash in questions of how it hap-
pened, why it happened, and if it could’ve 
been prevented.

These questions may never be fully 
answered, but they’re being asked just the 
same. And they need to be asked on every 
campus, in every school and in every or-
ganization in the country.

The unimaginable happens. It hap-
pened at the University of Texas in 1966, 
at the University of Iowa in 1991, at San 
Diego State in 1996, at the University of 
Arkansas in 2000, and the list goes on.

There were more than a dozen deadly 
postal shootings from 1986 to 2006, and 
in April of this year a fired employee 
opened fire on his former office in Detroit, 
killing one person and wounding two.

The lists are too long to ignore. And if 

it happened at Virginia Tech, it can hap-
pen almost anywhere.

So, what’s next? Risk managers and 
safety officers at schools, organizations 
and municipalities across the country 
need to consider taking long, hard looks 
at their plans to anticipate and respond 
to such events. If you have yet to take any 
loss control steps, or if your prevention 
plan is housed in a dusty, outdated binder, 
the time to give it just attention is now.

Workplace violence is a situation for 
which many organizations have not ad-
equately prepared.

According to the National Institute for 
Occupational Safety and Health, nearly 5 
percent of the 7.1 million private industry 
businesses in the United States had an 
incident of workplace violence within the 
past 12 months. 

Additionally, workplace insurance 
claims associated with acts of violence 
account for more than $21,000 per in-
demnity claim (indemnity and medical 
expenses)—the second-highest claim cat-
egory behind motor vehicle accidents.

This issue, however, is about a lot more 
than just dollars and cents. It’s about life, 
and doing what’s necessary while we can 
to help preserve it. Today, more than 70 
percent of U.S. workplaces do not have 
formal programs or policies for addressing 

workplace violence.
The massacre at Virginia Tech, as unex-

pected as it was, reminds us all that we need 
to be prepared for every conceivable type of 
crisis or workplace violence incident. This 
begs the question of what risk managers 
and safety officers are doing to develop 
comprehensive programs that help prevent 
and better react to workplace violence.

One of the most important steps any 
organization can take is to develop a crisis 
intervention plan that trains employees 
to detect and prevent violence, determine 
appropriate actions to defend against and 
react to violence, and develop a robust 
system for minimizing injury should inci-
dences of violence occur. 

It’s not enough to be prepared to 
pick up the pieces and move on after 
something as tragic as what happened 
at Virginia Tech occurs—you need an 
active plan for a formulated, real-time 
response.

The crisis intervention plans suggested 
here are intended to help support an 
organization’s loss prevention and work-
place safety efforts. They are not intended 
to be complete or definitive in discovering 
or identifying all hazards associated with 
workplace accidents or violence, prevent-
ing workplace accidents or violence, or 
complying with safety-related or other 
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