
Conflict and Violence 
Level 3 Health and Safety in the Workplace 
 

Introduction 

Conflicts and violence can happen in any workplace, and controlling them is a necessity in order to promote the 

health, safety and wellbeing of employees, customers and visitors to your premises. 

 

Violence is defined by the HSE as 'any incident in which a person is abused, threatened or assaulted in circumstances 

relating to their work.'  

 

Remember: health and safety at work is not just about accidents and injuries from work activities. It's also about 

protecting employees from physical and mental harm, including abuse and assault. 

 

Topics to be Covered 

The topics covered in this section are: 

 

 Who is at risk? 

 Statistics on workplace violence and conflict 

 The law 

 Risk factors 

 Risk assessment 

 Control measures 

 

Who is at Risk? 

In the UK, the people found to be most at risk from workplace conflict and violence are those who work in services 

and deal with the public. 

 

For example: 

 

 Those who sell products and produce, such as retailers. 

 Those who care for others, such as healthcare staff. 

 People in education, such as teachers. 

 People who deal with cash transactions, such as checkout staff or brokers. 

 Delivery drivers and staff. 

 Protective service occupations, such as police officers. 

 People who work in businesses that sell alcohol, such as pubs, bars, and clubs. 

 People who work alone, such as night-shift staff. 

 
  



Statistics on Workplace Violence and Conflict 

UK Government statistics from 2015/16 show that: 

 

 Over the course of a year, there were an estimated 698,000 work-related violence incidents. 

 The most likely known offenders were clients or members of the public. 

According to surveys carried out by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD): 

 

 38% of UK employees reported some form of conflict at work occurring or ongoing in the previous year. 

 Conflicts most commonly occur between a colleague and their line manager. 

 The most common causes of conflict are differences in personality and styles of working. 

 40% of people reported stress as a result of conflict, 39% reported a drop in motivation or commitment, and 14% 

reported a drop in productivity and unworkable relationships. 

 

The Law 

Health and safety law applies to the risks from conflict and violence, just as it does to all other health and safety 

hazards. 

 

Alongside your responsibilities to protect employees from harm under the Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974, 

the legislation that relates more specifically to violence and conflict at work includes: 

 

The Equality Act 2010 

 

Under this Act, organisations must eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment, and victimisation, ensure equal 

opportunity, and aim to develop good relationships between different groups of people. 

 

If not controlled and monitored, discrimination can quickly lead to conflicts between employees, customers and 

clients. At the very least, your workplace must have an equality and diversity policy in place which demonstrates that 

discriminatory behaviour will not be tolerated. 

 

The Human Rights Act 1998 
 

This Act covers the fundamental rights and freedoms to which all people in the UK have access. For example: the 

right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion, the right to not be discriminated against, and the right to 

freedom from torture and degrading treatment. Employees should be reminded of their individual rights and you 

should explain that you will not tolerate any behaviour that goes against this legislation. 

 
The Criminal Law Act 1967 
 

Section 3 of this Act details the use of force in protecting yourself or making arrests if necessary. It says that 'A person 

may use such force as is reasonable in the circumstances in the prevention of crime, or in effecting or assisting in the 

lawful arrest of offenders or suspected offenders or of persons unlawfully at large. 

 

This means that, although conflict and physical aggression should be avoided where possible, employees are allowed 

to act without breaking the law if they are in a situation that puts themselves or others at risk. 



Risk Factors 

The following factors are ones to look out for in your workplace risk assessment as they often lead to violent episodes: 

 

 Inherent aggression or mental instability. 

 Impatience, such as from having to wait. 

 Frustration, such as from a lack of information. 

 Anxiety, such as due to a lack of choice. 

 Resentment, such as due to a lack of rights. 

 Unresolved grudges. 

 Inequalities. 

 Alcohol and drugs. 

 Poor design of premises. 

 

As well as the risks of violence, the following factors could easily lead to conflict and also should be considered as 

part of your risk assessment. For example: 

 

 Differences in personality or styles of working. 

 Miscommunication or misunderstandings. 

 Level of support and availability of resources. 

 Target setting. 

 Absence or absence management. 

 Employees' attitudes or performance. 

 Poor customer service. 

 Level of honesty and openness. 

 Poor management. 

 

Risk Assessment 

A risk assessment should be undertaken as one of your control measures. The risk assessment will help you to identify 

the areas where violence and aggression are most likely and ensure you can implement effective measures to reduce 

the level of risk. There are two different types of risk assessment that you can consider: 

 

Generic risk assessments 

 

These consider the overall needs of the organisation. For example: 

 

 General risks to staff, such as from patients, relatives, visitors or service users. 

 Risks associated with the design of the work environment, i.e. the layout of the rooms, alarm systems and access 

to car parks at night. 

 Risks associated with lone working, whether working in the community or alone in work premises. 

 Identification of appropriate instructions, information and training. 
  



Risk Assessment 

Individual risk assessments 

 

Where specific individuals pose a risk of violence and aggression, an individual risk assessment should be completed 

and regularly reviewed. This is particularly relevant in the care sector. The assessment should consider: 

 

 The mental, emotional and physical condition of the person. 

 The effect of medical conditions or ingestion of drugs, alcohol or medicines. 

 Their stress levels. 

 Whether they have a history of challenging, violent or aggressive behaviour. 

 Whether they consider others a threat. 

 

All staff who are likely to be exposed to potentially aggressive individuals should know the potential trigger situations 

and the related prevention measures. 

 

Control Measures 

In order to prevent conflict and violence in the workplace, control measures must have the support from everyone in 

your management team. A workplace policy should be developed that includes: 

 

 Recognition of the risks. 

 Commitment to introducing precautions to reduce that risk. 

 A statement of clear roles and responsibilities. 

 An explanation of what is expected from individual employees. 

 A commitment to supporting people who have been assaulted or suffered verbal abuse. 

 

If there is a risk of challenging behaviour, aggression, or violence then the risks must be managed. 

 

The next few slides present a range of control measures that you may wish to implement in order to control the risks 

from conflict and violence in your workplace: 

 

 Consider the jobs people do and how they are done. For example, do cleaners and caterers come into contact with 

people that present challenging behaviour? 

 Provide clear instructions and ensure appropriate training is given to help staff work safely when dealing with 

potentially aggressive or violent people. 

 Make sure you have a policy in place that states the sort of behaviour you expect of staff. 

 Where possible, use cheques, credit cards or tokens instead of cash to make robbery less attractive. Bank money 

more frequently and vary the route taken to reduce the risk of theft. 

 Always check the credentials of clients and the arrangements for any meetings away from the workplace. 
  



You could also: 

 

 Arrange for staff to be accompanied by a colleague if they have to meet a suspected aggressor at their home or at 

a remote location. 

 Make arrangements for employees who work away from their base to keep in touch. 

 Try to maintain numbers of staff at the workplace to avoid a lone worker situation developing. 

 Ensure suitable systems are in place for recording and exchanging information about patients, service users and 

potentially their relatives. 

 Ensure there are adequate staffing levels according to the level of risk. Think about whether certain times of the 

day present a higher risk of challenging behaviour. 

 Encourage staff to provide feedback and reports on any potential conflicts or instances of violence. 

 Make sure you respond to and record all incidents appropriately. 

 

You should also ensure that the work environment is as safe and secure as possible to reduce the risk of violence and 

aggression. Think about: 

 

 Visibility. Are there lots of open spaces to reduce the number of trapping points? 

 Is there diffused and glare-free lighting? 

 Is seating arranged openly to avoid hidden areas? 

 Are objects firmly fixed to prevent use as weapons? 

 Are buildings locked when staff are working on their own or at night? 

 What is access to car parks and isolated areas like? 

 Do you have security systems, such as fixed alarms or personal alarms? Are these regularly tested and 

maintained? 

 

A particularly effective control measure is to train staff members in how to handle and prevent conflicts and violence. 

Training should be available to all employees at risk. 

 

Training should cover topics such as: 

 

 The common causes of conflict and violence. 

 How to recognise potential warning signs. 

 Relevant interpersonal skills, i.e. verbal and non-verbal communication. 

 De-escalation techniques. 

 Details of local working practices and control measures. 

 The incident reporting procedures. 

 

 



Summary 

In this part of the course, you've learnt about why it's important to include violence and conflicts in your workplace 

risk assessment. Episodes of violence and conflict can cause significant risk to people's health, safety and wellbeing, 

and so their causes and effects must be managed. 

 

Employees who deal with members of the public are most at risk from conflict and violence, so ensure that you have 

considered each individual who may be involved and implemented appropriate control measures. 

 

Staff members should also be provided with training to help them work safely and deal with potentially aggressive or 

violent situations. 

 


