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WORKPLACE VIOLENCE-WAKEFIELD RESPONDS 
 
 
MESSAGE FROM CHIEF (RET) STEPHEN DOHERTY  
 
The tragic events in Wakefield on December 26, 2000, where a single act of 
workplace violence took the lives of seven persons indelibly marked this 
community. Sadly, workplace violence has impacted many communities across 
America where all too often we hear in the aftermath: �How could this have been 
prevented? How could this have been foreseen? 
 
This document �Workplace Violence-Wakefield Responds� represents the work of 
many individuals all contributing to the common goal of learning from our 
experience in order to help prevent it from happening again. 
 
I extend my personal thanks to many elected and appointed officials of the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts who made this research possible. The 
cooperation and support of Town Administrator Thomas P. Butler and the 
Selectmen of Wakefield has been unwavering. I am grateful to the advisory board 
of citizens of Wakefield who gave of their time and expertise to help us more fully 
understand the complex issues surrounding the dynamics of workplace violence. 
 
Northeastern University as a partner in our workplace violence prevention project 
has provided expert guidance and research using our community as a learning 
environment. The data presented here will provide elected officials as well as 
corporate and law enforcement decision makers the vital information necessary to 
formulate workplace violence prevention strategies.  
 
Public sector / private business collaborations founded on timely data can help us 
change the equation of workplace violence from one of reaction to one of 
prevention. This remains our challenge. 
 
 
 
Stephen Doherty  
Chief (Ret.) Wakefield Police Department.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 

Workplace violence has become an important issue for both law enforcement agencies 

and social scientists. Workplace violence gained national attention in 1986 when an Edmond, 

Oklahoma post office employee shot and killed fourteen of his coworkers before killing himself 

(Tjaden & Thoennes, 2001). This high profile event introduced the concept of workplace 

violence to Americans nationwide. Since this incident, there have been numerous reports of 

disgruntled employees who took drastic and violent measures against their employers or fellow 

employees. (e.g. Jefferson City, Missouri, 2003; Tampa, Florida, 1999; Atlanta, Georgia, 1999; 

Los Angeles, California, 1995; Louisville, Kentucky, 1989). In fact, in 1990 homicide became 

the second leading cause of death at the workplace, only surpassed by traffic accidents (Layden, 

1999). Since 1990, homicide has become the leading cause of fatal injury for women in the 

workplace (BJS, 1999). 

The problem of workplace violence gained attention in Massachusetts on December 26, 

2000, when an engineer from Edgewater Technologies in Wakefield, Massachusetts brought 

numerous weapons with him to his office and methodically killed seven co-workers.   Legislators 

from the state�s Joint Committee on Public Safety convened a public hearing less than three 

months after the incident in order to solicit expert testimony on issues surrounding workplace 

aggression.  Using the information provided during this forum, the Committee developed a 

report including twenty-one policy recommendations, which it released in July 2001.  

Establishing a workplace violence pilot program to enhance collaboration among local law 

enforcement agencies, businesses, and academic advisors headed this list of recommendations.  

 The Wakefield Police Department collaborated with Northeastern University to establish 

a pilot program that would supply information regarding the nature and scope of workplace 
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violence in Wakefield as well information and ideas on what police strategies could be used to 

prevent and reduce the likelihood of workplace violence from occurring. As partners, 

Northeastern University and the Wakefield Police Department sought to hear the voices, fears, 

and suggestions of Wakefield�s workforce about workplace violence in their communities. This 

project has focused on obtaining information from members of the working community to 

understand the definition, prevalence and nature of workplace violence in one community. In 

addition, the Wakefield Police Department and Northeastern University sought to use the 

information gathered to identify community policing strategies that may help prevent this type of 

violence from occurring again.  

In August 2002 the Wakefield Police Department (WPD) and Northeastern University 

(NU) created a two-year work plan for the workplace violence initiative. To achieve the 

aforementioned goals, Northeastern University designed a survey and focus group protocol to 

gather both broad information about the prevalence of workplace violence and specific 

information about the contexts under which such situations arise.  

The focus groups targeted manager-level individuals to share their experiences with 

workplace violence. In total there were three two-hour sessions with a total of 19 participants. 

The group was comprised of 10 women and nine men representing various industries including 

three from business services, two from social services or health care, two from real estate or 

property, two from manufacturing, two from the scientific or technology companies, two from 

retail, one from transportation, and one from public administration. 

To continue collecting information regarding the perceptions of both managers and 

employees, two surveys were administered to the community. The first survey targeted upper 

level management and owners. Our sample was stratified by business size and business type 
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using the Dun and Bradstreet business directory we selected 461 businesses of the 1303 available 

businesses. Of the 461 surveys the officers set out to deliver, 371 were successfully delivered to 

businesses1. We received 186 completed surveys, a response rate of 50.1 percent. Approximately 

37 percent of the sample was composed of businesses that had one to four employees, 33 percent 

of the businesses had five to nineteen employees, and 30 percent had more than twenty 

employees. Twenty percent of the sample was composed of managers from the banking and 

professional services, 16 percent were in the manufacturing and construction industries, 22 

percent were in retail or personal services, 20 percent were in the health, social services, 

education or government sectors. The sample also included 11 percent of the respondents from 

the scientific and hi-tech industry as well as 11 percent of the respondents who work in an 

industry not represented by the choices on the survey.    

The second survey targeted all the employees within the business community. For this 

survey, employees from the pool of businesses used in the first survey comprised the sample 

population. This was done in the hopes that by surveying owners, upper-level managers and 

employees from the same company some conclusions could be made on the similarities and 

differences in the responses of each group. Postcards were sent to each of the 371 businesses 

requesting permission to survey all their employees; forty-two businesses agreed. Five other 

companies contacted either Northeastern University or the Wakefield Police Department and 

asked to be included; these individuals were included into the sample. Surveys were sent to a 

contact person within each of the forty-seven different companies. The contact person distributed 

these surveys to all the employees. The surveys instructed each employee to send the completed 

survey back to Northeastern University. From these 47 companies there were 1756 prospective 

respondents. We received 460 a 26.2 percent response rate.   
                                                
1 87 businesses had moved and there was no one occupying the address and 3 were duplicates  
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The analysis of both the focus groups and surveys has been broken down into four 

relevant categories: defining workplace violence, understanding the nature and scope within 

Wakefield, reporting tendencies among employees and police strategies to respond to and 

prevent workplace violence. We also examined the differences in perceptions and response by: 

1) industry, 2) gender, and 3) managers versus employees. The major findings from the surveys 

and focus groups are listed below. 

 

Definitions of Workplace Violence 

• There is not a consensus on what acts and behaviors constitute workplace 

violence. It seems that the definitions are influenced by several other factors such 

as the characteristics of the employees, where they work, and who they come in 

contact with. However, overtly threatening behavior was the most common type 

of behavior defined as workplace violence by the sample. Robbery scenarios were 

the most common followed by verbal threats of violence.  

• Females appear to have a lower threshold for violence in the workplace. They also 

seem to be more in touch with the role that domestic violence plays in the 

workplace. 

• Individuals can become both desensitized as well as more sensitive to certain 

behaviors depending on their work environment. 

 

Scope of Workplace Violence in Wakefield 

• Individuals are reluctant to initially identify the existence of workplace violence, 

but when prompted to discuss specific events they were more likely to identify 

particular incidents as being problematic such as verbal arguments among 

coworkers, domestic threats, and other verbal threats that are received while on 

duty. 
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• Five and half percent of the individuals in our samples experienced an incident of 

workplace violence in the last year. 

• There is a difference in how managers and employees view the problem of 

workplace violence even though they are victimized at the same rate. Managers 

clearly, feel safer than the employees (83 percent of the managers and 70 percent 

of the employees reported a feeling of safe at work). This is particularly evident in 

the hi-tech industry, where only 68 percent of the employees of hi-tech/scientific 

industries reported feeling safe. This is interesting considering that the managers 

in the same industries had the highest percentage (95 percent) of people who 

reported feelings of safety. 

• Although in both the manager and employee groups 5.5 percent of respondents 

reported that they had been victims of workplace violence within the last year. It 

is evident that employees are more likely to experience workplace violence more 

frequently than the managers. Sixty percent of the managers who reported that 

they were victims of workplace violence only experienced it once as compared to 

only 33 percent of the employees.  

• Regardless of what type of industry the respondent works in, employees and 

managers in Wakefield are most fearful of outsiders.  

• A low percentage of individuals perceived that it was likely to receive threats 

from friends and family members of a coworker (6 percent) or someone they 

knew (10 percent).  

• Women were more likely than males to perceive that receiving threats of 

workplace violence was likely. Eighty percent of females as compared to 56.5 

percent of males believe that they are likely to receive any type of threat.  

 

 

Reporting Tendencies 

• Only 15 percent of the managers and 8 percent of the employees have ever 

reported an incident to the police. 
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• The most common reason for not reporting is that the incident was not important 

enough. 

• However, 60 percent of those who did report were very pleased with the 

department�s response. 

 

Police Strategies to Help Reduce and Prevent Workplace Violence 

• Almost half (46 percent) of the employees wanted the police to provide bulletins 

regarding crimes that occur in Wakefield and particularly those crimes that occur 

near their businesses.  

• Thirty-two percent would like the police to increase patrolling during certain 

periods of the day. 

• Creating business liaisons to directly communicate with police representatives 

was another strategy that respondents believed would be helpful. 

 

The analysis allowed us to draw several important conclusions regarding workplace in 

the Wakefield business community. This analysis successfully identified a number of differences 

in how managers and employees view the problem of workplace violence even though they have 

been victimized at the same rate. Managers clearly, feel safer than the employees of businesses 

in Wakefield.  

In addition, the analysis indicates that there are individuals who often do not report 

incidents of workplace violence to the police. The most common reason given for not reporting 

is that the employee believed that the incident was not important enough. However, the results 

also indicated when people did report to the police they were happy with how the department 
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handled the incident. This suggests that the police would be able to do �good work� and achieve 

some goals if they could obtain more information from the business community.  

Moreover, there are differences in the way employees in different industries perceive the 

problem. An important finding of this report is that perceptions of workplace violence can be a 

product of the work environment. Employees in retail or similar industries appear to become 

desensitized when they repeatedly interact with certain stimuli. However, employees of different 

industries seem to become very sensitive and aware of the dangers. Although employee 

perception of workplace violence is also shaped by personal history, the results indicate that 

work environment can also effect the employee�s perceptions. 

However, since these results are based solely on the information obtained from the focus 

groups and surveys of the Wakefield community, replicated to help draw generalizable findings 

to other cities and towns in Massachusetts. The Wakefield business community differs from 

other locations because this project was done in response to a tragic incident that took the lives 

of seven members of the community. This incident most likely impacts the perceptions of the 

population targeted in this group. While this is a starting point for research on workplace 

violence, this project has provided some important insight into the issue and may help police 

departments handle some of the issues surrounding violence in the workplace.  
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Workplace violence gained national attention in 1986 when an Edmond, Oklahoma post 

office employee shot and killed fourteen of his coworkers before killing himself (Tjaden &   

Thoennes, 2001). This high profile event introduced the concept of workplace violence to 

Americans nationwide. Since this incident, there have been numerous reports of disgruntled 

employees who took drastic and violent measures against their employers or fellow employees. 

(e.g. Jefferson City, Missouri, 2003; Tampa, Florida, 1999; Atlanta, Georgia, 1999; Los Angeles, 

California, 1995; Louisville, Kentucky, 1989). In fact, in 1990 homicide became the second 

leading cause of death at the workplace, only surpassed by traffic accidents (Layden, 1999). 

Since 1990, homicide has become the leading cause of fatal injury for women in the workplace 

(BJS, 1999).   

Although workplace violence has a substantial impact on the workforce, there has been 

relatively little research on the subject.  Recently, within the field of criminal justice, and in the 

larger arena of social science, the occurrence of a few high profile events have prompted a 

heightened interest and increased research in this area of study. Attention to violence in the 

workplace, a long-standing, wide spread, yet little understood, problem appears to be a following 

an all too familiar pattern; that is, a tragic event has triggered interest in researching this topic.    

On December 26, 2000, an engineer from Edgewater Technologies in Wakefield, 

Massachusetts brought numerous weapons with him to his office and methodically killed seven 

co-workers.  The staggering events that unfolded that day, like earlier national tragedies in 

Edmond, Oklahoma, Tampa, Florida, and Atlanta, Georgia, attracted media frenzy to Wakefield. 

This event triggered increasingly familiar fears and speculation about �the ticking time bomb� 

waiting to explode in a neighboring cubicle.  Once more reporters commented on the 
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�perpetrator profile� -- white male, over 35 years old, often with a ragged appearance, a loner 

whose self esteem is linked to his work, someone with mounting outside pressures, possibly with 

a history of violence, possibly with a military background. Even though all of these 

characteristics fit the Edgewater perpetrator, Michael McDermott, police and local lawmakers 

sought more meaningful analysis to obtain a better understanding of why such an event would 

unfold and also what could be done to prevent future incidents from occurring.   

A Workplace Violence Tragedy � Wakefield, Massachusetts  
As described by Stephen Doherty, former Police Chief of Wakefield 

  
On the day after Christmas in 2000, Michael McDermott, a 42 year old software tester for 
Edgewater Technology in Wakefield went on an office rampage. The result of McDermott�s 
murderous rage left four women and three men, all his coworkers, dead in less than 10 minutes. 
 
Reportedly in a dispute over the garnishment of his wages, an IRS order to be carried out by 
Edgewater�s human resources personnel, McDermott came out of his work area with an AK-47 
assault rifle; a 12 gauge shotgun, carrying a semiautomatic pistol in his pocket and proceeded to 
the area of human resources. He killed two persons in the reception area, continued on and shot 
to death five persons in the human resources area. 
 
The Wakefield Police Department responded to numerous 911 calls as the shooting began. The 
police entered the building on reports from fleeing workers that there were injured persons inside 
the building. The police found McDermott sitting a chair adjacent to the entry lobby with the 
weapons at his side. In the immediate vicinity were two victims who had been shot to death. 
 
Michael McDermott was arrested and charged with seven counts of first degree murder. He 
pleaded insanity at his preliminary trial proceedings. After a full jury trial almost two years later 
Michael McDermott was convicted of the murders and sentenced to seven consecutive life terms 
in prison. (Massachusetts does not have a death penalty) 
 

 

Legislators from the state�s Joint Committee on Public Safety convened a public hearing 

less than three months after the incident in order to solicit expert testimony on issues surrounding 

workplace aggression.  Using the information provided during this forum, the Committee 

developed a report including twenty-one policy recommendations, which it released in July 
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2001.  Establishing a workplace violence pilot program to enhance collaboration among local 

law enforcement agencies, businesses, and academic advisors headed this list of 

recommendation.  

 To establish this pilot program, the Wakefield Police Department collaborated with 

Northeastern University to further explore the topic. As partners, Northeastern University and the 

Wakefield Police Department sought to hear the voices, fears, and suggestions of Wakefield�s 

workforce. This project has focused on obtaining information from members of the working 

community to understand the definition, prevalence and nature of workplace violence in one 

community. In addition, the Wakefield Police Department and Northeastern University sought to 

use the information gathered to identify community policing strategies that may help prevent this 

type of violence from occurring again.  

   

Background Information 

This initiative is particularly important because little is known about workplace violence. 

Interestingly, there is even less literature focusing on the views and perceptions of the 

individuals in the workforce.  The minimal existing literature on workplace violence attempts to 

define workplace violence, illustrate the prevalence, and explain the type of workers and 

industries that are at a higher risk for incidents to occur (Scalora et al, 2003; OSHA, 2002; 

University of Iowa, 2001; Fisher and Gunnison 2001; BJS, 2001; Johnson and Gardner 2000; 

Mitchell, 2000; Levin, 1999; Warchol, 1998; NIOSH, 1998). 

First, the initiative wanted to gain a better understanding of how employees in Wakefield 

define workplace violence. This is particularly important because the definition of an act affects 

both reporting and policy. The confusion and variation surrounding the definition of workplace 
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violence can cause problems for victims, business owners, law enforcement and researchers. A 

clear and universally accepted definition is needed, thereby allowing the working community to 

be educated on the types of behaviors that should be reported to supervisors and law enforcement 

officials. In addition, there is a need for an accepted definition so that policymakers can 

consistently and formally address the problem. Furthermore, a clear definition allows researchers 

to collect valid data, thereby aiding in subsequent analysis and preventive suggestions.  

 

Defining Workplace Violence. Although most of the incidents showcased on the news involve 

violence among coworkers, there are several other types of incidents that could be classified as 

workplace violence. The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) has a very 

broad definition of workplace violence, they define it as �the phenomenon as violence or threats 

of violence that occur against workers ranging from verbal threats to physical assaults and 

homicide� (2002). According to OSHA (2002), these acts or threats can occur inside or outside 

of the workplace. According to the OSHA definition, workplace violence incidents are a 

relatively common experience. The Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) used data obtained from 

the National Crime Victimization Survey and supplemented information from the Uniform 

Crime Reports to estimate the extent of workplace violence in the United States. According to 

this report, each year more than two million Americans are victims of workplace violence; 

including, approximately 396,000 victims of aggravated assaults, 51,000 victims of rapes and 

sexual assaults, and 84,000 victims of robberies (Warchol, 1998).   

Although OSHA provides the definition above, it is very broad, which allows room for 

significant discretion and personal interpretations. Therefore, much of the current literature on 

workplace violence still focuses on the formulation of an accurate definition. There is a large 
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variation of what types of acts constitute workplace violence. This confusion has led to a debate 

over what characteristics define a workplace. For example, should incidents occurring off the 

physical location of the business but while the employee is working constitute an act of 

workplace violence? According to Fisher and Gunnison (2001), who have studied the gender 

differences in workplace violence, such incidents should be included in the definition of 

workplace violence because some jobs do not have a specific work location or site. For example, 

although there is often a central office at real estate agency, a large part of the agents� time is 

spent outside the office. According to Fisher and Gunnison, if a violent incident occurred while 

the agent was hosting an open house, it should be classified as an incident of workplace violence.  

 A second issue often debated is whether domestic violence incidents should be 

considered workplace violence when they occur at the workplace. In a study of domestic 

violence in the workplace, Johnson and Gardner (2000) found that approximately 13,000 

incidents involving domestic violence occur each year at work sites. Furthermore, the Bureau of 

National Affairs estimates that domestic violence in the United States costs employers three to 

five billion dollars annually (Levin, 1999). Scalora et al (2003) found that nearly two thirds of all 

the police contact regarding internal threats at the workplace involves domestic violence. The 

inclusion of domestic violence is becoming more accepted by the working community and some 

progressive companies have identified domestic abuse at the workplace as serious problem 

(Johnson and Gardner, 2000). These companies are currently developing strategies to manage, 

prevent and deter these types of incidents.   

Although confusion still exists around the most appropriate definition of workplace 

violence, a uniform system of categorizing acts seems to be gaining acceptance. In 2001 the 

University of Iowa released Workplace Violence: A Report to the Nation in which they reported 
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four categories into which most incidents fall. These four categories have been defined by the 

perpetrators� relationship to the business and the motive for committing the act of violence. In 

the first category, criminal intent, violence is perpetrated by an individual who has no legitimate 

relationship to the company. The violence often ensues as a commission of a crime. A good 

example of this is type workplace violence is a robbery of a retail store. According the 

University of Iowa (2001) 85 percent of workplace violence falls into this category. 

Table 1: Types and descriptions of Workplace Violence  
Types Categories Relationship w/ Business/Victim Examples 

Type I Criminal Intent  No legitimate relationship  Robbery; Trespassing 

Type II Customer/Client Has relationship with business; becomes 
violent while being served 

Patients at nursing home becomes violence 
towards a nurse or caregiver; prisoner 
attacks a correctional officer 

Type III Worker on 
Worker 

Has relationship with business and possibly 
with victim 

Past or present employee threatens or 
assaults another employee; 
Supervisor threatens or assaults employee 
or vice versus 

Type IV Personal 
Relationship 

Has no relationship with business but has a 
relationship with the victim 

Domestic assault or threat while at work 

 

Violence perpetrated by a customer or client is included in the second category; in these 

circumstances, the individual committing the act of violence has a relationship with the business. 

This type of violence commonly occurs in the health care industry and the civil service field 

(University of Iowa, 2001). While no business sector is immune from violence, certain industries 

are more vulnerable than others. Reports are now showing that industries with high outside 

�exposure�, such as businesses that interact with public or deliver passengers or goods, have a 

higher risk of being victimized (Madriz, 1996; Fisher & Gunnison, 2000; BJS, 2001).  Other 

research has supported these findings, citing taxi-drivers (Rosen, 2001; Mitchell, 2000; NIOSH, 

1998), healthcare providers (particularly those individuals in mental healthcare) (BJS, 2001; 
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Mitchell, 2000; NIOSH, 1998) and law enforcement officers (BJS, 2001; Warchol, 1998) 

experience the highest rates of workplace victimization. 

In the third group current or former employees victimize other employees. Although this 

type of incident is often what first comes to mind when they think of the term workplace 

violence, it only constitutes a very small percent of the reported workplace violence incidents 

(Rosen, 2001; University of Iowa, 2001).  

In the final category, violence is perpetrated by an individual that does not necessarily 

have a relationship with the business but rather has a personal relationship with an employee of 

that company. This type of violence includes victims of domestic assaults or individuals who 

have received threatening phone calls while at work from someone known to the victim 

(University of Iowa, 2001). Although these categories do not provide a concise definition it does 

provide guidelines for employers, law enforcement agencies and policymakers to follow. 

 

The victims. Other studies focused on the victims of workplace violence. Understanding what 

groups are often victimized may allow employers to take proper preventative measures. There is 

a small but growing body of research on the characteristics of victims of workplace violence.  

Research has illustrated that there are gender differences in workplace violence 

victimization. Research consistently illustrates that males are more often victimized by 

aggravated assault at the workplace than are females (Scalora et al, 2003; Fisher & Gunnison, 

2000; Warchol, 1998). Males are also more often threatened with a weapon (Fisher & Gunnison, 

2000). Females experience higher rates of rape and sexual assaults at the workplace (Fisher & 

Gunnison, 2000; BJS, 1999).  
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Gender differences in reporting styles have also been identified. For example, using the 

National Crime Victimization Survey, BJS (2001) reported that rapes and sexual assaults that 

occur at the workplace were reported to the police at the lowest percentage. This could suggest 

that rape and sexual assault could actually be occurring in the workplace at a much higher rate 

than we are able document but women are not reporting them. 

Interestingly, and contradictory to the previous statement, Scalora et al (2003) suggest 

that women actually have a lower tolerance for workplace violence than men. Their research 

found that although men are more likely to be assaulted, women have a higher rate of reporting 

non-assaulting but threatening incidents, which suggests that women may be attempting to 

prevent the violence from escalating. Furthermore, men are more likely to be victimized 

repeatedly than women (Scalora et al, 2003; Tjaden & Thoennes, 2001). Although women still 

underreport rapes and sexual assaults, which tends to be the case no matter what the environment 

or circumstances, overall these findings suggests that women may be more inclined to report 

other forms of violence or threats of violence. It seems that men and women have different 

reporting tendencies because they define it differently. That is, males seem to find violence and 

threats of violence acceptable; however, females consider these events threatening enough to 

alert authority figures.  

 Preventative Strategies. Many of the articles written about workplace violence have tried 

to focus on preventive strategies. Some of these articles and guides have extended suggestions on 

how to reduce the occurrence of violence at the workplace. For example, Loomis et al (2002) 

found that workplaces with physical barriers separating the workers from the outside world are 

40 percent less likely to experience a workplace homicide. This finding explicitly suggests the 

target hardening effort such as the use of physical barriers, including locked doors or fences, to 
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prevent workplace violence perpetrated by non-employees (clients, customers, former 

employees, etc.).  While this strategy may be useful, the long-term psychological effect on 

employees remains to be seen. 

As previously mentioned there is a limited amount of information regarding workplace 

violence. There is even less literature available, which focuses on employee and employer 

perceptions. Therefore, there is still much more to learn. Both the Wakefield Police Department 

and Northeastern University feel that it is difficult to create and recommend preventive strategies 

when so little is known. The existing literature identifies many unanswered questions regarding 

prevalence, severity and reporting tendencies of workplace violence. There are also unexplored 

areas of this topic surrounding the effect of preventive strategies conducted by police 

involvement.  Using these gaps in the literature as a guide the Wakefield Police Department and 

Northeastern University have tried to answer a number of important questions about definitions 

of workplace violence, prevalence of workplace violence as well as what police strategies would 

be helpful by collecting information and data from the employers as well as employees in the 

Wakefield community.       

 The main objective of this research project was to examine how individuals in the 

business community of Wakefield perceive workplace violence. When designing this initiative 

the Wakefield Police Department and Northeastern University had three main goals that they 

wanted to achieve. These goals for the research are as follows:   

1. To understand the nature and scope of workplace violence within the 

Wakefield community. 

2. To discover the degree businesses and individual victims report to the police 

department. 
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3. To conclude what preventive and reduction strategies will assist the police 

department and the business community to combat this problem. 

 

Methods  

In August 2002 the Wakefield Police Department (WPD) and Northeastern University 

(NU) created a two-year work plan for the workplace violence initiative. To achieve the 

aforementioned goals, Northeastern University designed a survey and focus group protocol to 

gather both broad information about the prevalence of workplace violence and specific 

information about the contexts under which such situations arise. Early on in the process NU and 

WPD realized the need for an Advisory Board of local business people to help focus and guide 

the research efforts. This citizen advisory board contributed the contextual information to this 

research effort (appended is a list of members).  

Surveys.  Two different surveys were administered, each of which focused on the definition of 

workplace violence, reporting tendencies, knowledge of existing policing, and perception of 

police departments� ability to address this issue. Each of the two surveys used a stratified 

sampling procedure and ensured anonymity to all respondents. This anonymity assurance was 

held for both the individuals answering the surveys as well as the businesses that employed the 

respondents.   

The first survey targeted upper level management and owners. Our sample was stratified 

by business size and business type using the Dun and Bradstreet business directory we selected 

461 businesses of the 1303 available businesses. Approximately 37 percent of the sample was 

composed of businesses that had one to four employees, 33 percent of the businesses had five to 

nineteen employees, and 30 percent had more than twenty employees. Twenty percent of the 
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sample was composed of managers from the banking and professional services, 16 percent were 

in the manufacturing and construction industries, 22 percent were in retail or personal services, 

20 percent were in the health, social services, education or government sectors. The sample also 

included 11 percent of the respondents from the scientific and hi-tech industry as well as 11 

percent of the respondents who work in an industry not represented by the choices on the survey.    

Officers from the Wakefield police department delivered the survey to the address of the 

company selected. Using the address rather than the company name allowed the researchers to 

achieve two objectives. First, since a number of the companies were very small there is a high 

turnover rate, we tried to preserve randomization by leaving the survey with the company 

currently occupying the address.  Secondly, it allowed the officers to meet and build 

relationships with the new business owners. If the company had changed the officers completed 

a change of company form and the research files were also updated. Of the 461 surveys the 

officers set out to deliver, 371 were successfully delivered to businesses2. We received 186 

completed surveys, a response rate of 50.1 percent.   

The second survey targeted all the employees within the business community. For this 

survey, employees from the pool of businesses used in the first survey comprised the sample 

population. This was done in the hopes that by surveying owners, upper-level managers and 

employees from the same company some conclusions could be made on the similarities and 

differences in the responses of each group. Postcards were sent to each of the 371 businesses 

requesting permission to survey all their employees; forty-two businesses agreed. Five other 

companies contacted either Northeastern University or the Wakefield Police Department and 

asked to be included; these individuals were included into the sample. Surveys were sent to a 

contact person within each of the forty-seven different companies. The contact person distributed 
                                                
2 87 businesses had moved and there was no one occupying the address and 3 were duplicates  
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these surveys to all the employees. The surveys instructed each employee to send the completed 

survey back to Northeastern University. From these 47 companies there were 1756 prospective 

respondents. We received 460 a 26.2 percent response rate.   

 

Survey Samples.  The samples for the first and second phase of this initiative varied greatly. 

Though there are differences in the two samples, it seems (as illustrated in tables 2 and 3) that we 

were able to obtain respondents from the targeted population. In the manager level, individuals in 

positions of authority and have influence on policy were targeted. Table 2 illustrates that a large 

percentage of the sample held positions such as CEO/directors (20 percent), partners/owners (26 

percent) or presidents/vice presidents (18 percent). In addition, 82 percent of respondents 

supervised at least one other employee.  Approximately 60 percent have held this position for 

over five years. The combination of these statistics suggests that we did indeed reach individuals 

who hold high level positions of authority in the business.  
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                                   Table 2: Manager Survey Characteristics of Respondents 
N % N % 

Gender Type of Business
Male 110 62% Banking, Legal or Professional 34 20%
Female 69 38% Manufacturing, Construction or Trade 28 16%

Retail, Food & Drink, Personal Services 38 22%
Position Titles Scientific, Technology 19 11%
CEO/Director 35 20% Health, Social Services, Education or 35 20%
HR Manager 3 2%     Government
Partner/Owner 44 26% Other 20 11%
President or VP 31 18%
Office Manager 28 16% Number of Employees
Other Administrator 15 9% Under 10 78 43%
Other 16 9% 10 to 50 64 35%

50 or more 39 22%
Years in Current 
Position Franchise
Less than 2 25 14% Yes 54 30%
2 to 5 44 25% No 125 70%
6 to 20 73 41%
More than 20 36 20%

Supervise Employees
Yes 143 82%
No 32 18%

 

  In the employee level sample we were able to collect a spectrum of employees ranging 

from entry level to high level executives. However, the most widely represented group was 

individuals holding a mid-level, non-supervisory role; as depicted in Table 3, 49 percent of the 

sample held these positions. Twenty percent of the sample was individuals holding mid-level, 

supervisory positions.  While only 8 percent of the respondents held entry level positions and 23 

percent were in upper level positions.  Obtaining employees who are at a variety of levels was 

important because we wanted to make sure all perceptions and views were included in the 

sample. 
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                                                         Table 3: Employee Sample Characteristics 
N % N %

Gender Type of Business
Male 181 41.5% Banking, Legal or Professional 20 6%
Female 255 58.5% Manufacturing, Construction or Trade 47 13%

Retail, Food & Drink, Personal Services 8 2%
Position Scientific, Technology 99 28%
Entry level 31 8% Health, Social Services, Education or 177 50%
Mid-Level - Non-supervisory 198 49%     Government
Mid-Level - Supervisory 79 20%
Upper Management 47 12% Size of Business
Director or Executive 32 8% Less than 5 10 2%
Owner or Partner 13 3% 5 to 19 64 14%

20 to 50 124 28%
Supervise Employees 51 to 100 50 11%
Yes 136 32% More than 100 180 41%
No 287 68% Unsure 15 3%

Franchise Business
Yes 184 43%
No 241 56%
Unsure 8 2%

 

 

The total number of respondents was much lower in the sample containing managers and 

employers than it was in the employee group. There were 186 manager level surveys and 460 

employee surveys completed. This outcome was expected considering the sample pool was much 

larger for employees. In fact, we were hoping that the difference in total respondents would have 

been even more pronounced since the pool of respondents was so much larger. However, there 

was a low response rate (26 percent) for the employee survey. 

 Beyond the differences in total number of respondents, there were also other interesting 

variations between groups. First, in the employee sample we obtained a much higher percent of 

women (58.5 percent) than what participated in the manager level survey (38 percent). This 

might be true because there tends to be proportionately fewer women in manager positions.   

Furthermore, there was a more even distribution of the industries as illustrated in Table 2 than 
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there was in Table 3.  For example, fifty percent of the employee sample is composed by 

health/social services/education/government sector and only two percent of the sample represents 

the retail/food and beverage/personal service sectors. However, each business category is more 

evenly represented in the manager level. See table 2 and 3. This may affect the outcomes of the 

study because it does not give an accurate representation of the entire business community of 

Wakefield. In addition, the low representation of retail and personal service industry could affect 

the understanding of the prevalence in which this occurs because the literature shows that these 

industries are particularly vulnerable. 

Moreover, the employee level sample has a much larger representation of larger 

companies than does the manager level sample. The largest representation in the employee 

sample is in companies with more than one hundred employees (41 percent); whereas, the 

highest representation in the manager level survey is in companies with less than ten employees 

(43 percent). This is not that surprising considering the large number of small businesses in 

Wakefield.  

Though each sample is representing a different population, by reaching the targeted 

groups, we are able to make some generalizations to the Wakefield business community. It is 

important to have a sample that mirrors the population. For example, perhaps the employee 

sample would more accurately represent the community if more smaller, independently owned 

companies were included; since there are so many small companies in Wakefield. However, 

these companies� perceptions, policies and procedures are better represented at the employer 

level. 
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Focus Groups. To obtain more contextual information regarding the perception of workplace 

violence within the Wakefield community, focus groups were conducted. These focus groups 

targeted senior representatives of the Wakefield business community. They were held to discuss 

the impact violence has had on the workplaces, their perceived levels of safety, and the role, if 

any, the police could play in reducing and preventing future violence. These focus groups were a 

preliminary way to obtain information regarding workplace violence. The information obtained 

from the focus groups were used to provide context and to guide the creation of the survey tool.  

 To reach out to potential participants, police officers distributed flyers in commercial 

areas. A similar call for participants was also posted on the police department�s website. This 

recruitment effort resulted in three groups, with a total of nineteen participants from fifteen 

different businesses. The group was comprised of 10 women and nine men representing various 

industries including three from business services, two from social services or health care, two 

from real estate or property, two from manufacturing, two from the scientific or technology 

companies, two from retail, one from transportation, and one from public administration. The 

focus groups were held in the town of Wakefield and were facilitated by members of the 

Northeastern University research team.  In total, there were three two-hour sessions.  

Comments from Focus Groups 

Across these sessions some common themes arose. However, each session provided some 

unique and interesting ideas and perception of workplace violence. Some of the important 

information that we were able to obtain included: 

1. The term �workplace violence� encompasses different events, situations, and 

behaviors within the Wakefield business community.  The type of business, company 

size, and socioeconomic class of managers and workers in each enterprise might 
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influence perceptions of danger and definition of what constitutes an appropriate 

response.  It was agreed that all companies confront some degree of violence or 

aggression, whether among co-workers, between management and employees, amid 

clients and customers, or on the part of vendors and other outsiders entering their 

facilities.   

2. Different businesses and individual staff often sense different levels of risk from the 

same population.  For example, members of group 3 dismissed the idea that 

Wakefield�s halfway house population is threatening. However, members in group 2 

highlighted this population as being dangerous. These differences maybe explained 

by group 2 having two representatives from an agency leasing apartments to many 

tenants with disabilities. 

3. Different levels of access to businesses can shape employees� perceptions of 

workplace violence risks.  In relation to staff at manufacturing plants or enclosed 

offices parks, employees at walk-in businesses, who have little control over who 

enters their premises, generally feel more threatened by potentially violent customers 

or trespassers.  In workplaces less open to the public, employees may sense a greater 

risk from their co-workers. 

4. The location or setting of a business within the town generally factors into the level of 

police presence noticed by managers and owners.  Those that operate companies in 

areas like market districts or public squares, which tend to attract more pedestrian 

traffic, generally see police officers more frequently, either on patrol or as patrons.  

This may promote a higher level of comfort among these business people in 

contacting the police for assistance.  Those in office parks may believe that private 
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management companies ultimately regulate who has access to their buildings, but in 

reality these companies primarily focus their security efforts on property damage/fire 

prevention 

5. The business community would greatly benefit from the police department�s 

designation of one or several officers as �commercial liaisons.�  These roles will 

vary, but most members of the focus groups believed that the designation of specific 

point people within the police department would, no doubt, improve opportunities for 

problem solving and increase the likelihood of proactive involvement.  The success of 

such initiatives would depend upon frequent two-way communication�both the 

police and business community must begin to educate each other about the 

possibilities and challenges for collaboration.  

6. Local companies also would benefit from increased business to business dialogue and 

communication on problems related to workplace violence.  Civic groups such as the 

Chamber of Commerce or Rotary Club, property owners and managers that have 

large numbers of commercial tenants, all have a potentially vital role to play in 

sponsoring or fostering such cooperation.  

7. Beside reducing threats to workplace security, local police departments that designate 

a business liaison officer or officers, might enhance their other crime and violence-

reduction capacities.  Counterfeiting efforts to increase awareness of offers one 

example of a possible collateral benefit. 

8. Even in high risk situations, business people often feel uncomfortable contacting the 

police.  Some of the reasons cited by members of our focus group include: it may not 

occur to them because they have never been informed of the option; they may be 
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embarrassed or feel they would be bothering police; they may have concerns about 

law suits resulting from such contacts; or they may risk attracting negative attention 

to their companies. 

 

Although information obtained through the focus group only represented a small number 

of businesses, we used these themes to shape the survey part of the initiative. We wanted to 

examine whether the ideas and perceptions shared by the focus groups were widespread 

throughout the Wakefield community. To further examine this we created two different survey 

tools targeting both upper management as well as the general employee population.    

 

Survey Data Analysis 

 To achieve the goal of the workplace violence initiative, which was to gain understanding 

about the nature and scope of this problem within Wakefield, discover the reporting tendencies 

of the working community and identify police strategies that would prevent and reduce these 

incidents, information from both the surveys and focus group was analyzed. The analysis has 

been broken down into four relevant categories: defining workplace violence, understanding the 

nature and scope within Wakefield, reporting tendencies and police strategies. Because there is 

an ongoing debate regarding the definition of workplace violence, it seems fitting to begin with 

an analysis of how the employees of Wakefield�s business community define workplace 

violence.   
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Defining Workplace Violence 

 Direct questions regarding the definitions of workplace violence were not asked of 

managerial level respondents. However, a section that explicitly asked the respondents whether 

they consider certain acts workplace violence was added to the employee survey. The possible 

actions that employees could define as workplace violence ranged from verbal outburst in the 

office to bringing a weapon into the workplace. In order to examine whether individuals were 

more likely to consider some acts workplace violence when committed by certain types of 

perpetrators questions about the definition of workplace violence were also separated by the 

potential perpetrator (coworkers, clients, strangers, or someone known to the victim). 

Overall, the individuals surveyed tended to define workplace violence as overtly 

threatening behavior. As illustrated in table 4, the robbery scenarios are most often defined as 

workplace violence followed by incidents which include verbal threats of violence. On the other 

end of the spectrum, individuals are more accepting of outbursts by coworkers and clients and 

are less likely to define these actions as workplace violence. Only 19 percent defined an outburst 

by a coworker as workplace violence and 35.7 percent define it as workplace violence when a 

client had an outburst.   
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                                        Table 4: Employees' definition of workplace violence
Male Female Total

Coworker has an outburst* 16.6% 20.0% 19.0%
Coworker assaults you but hurts no one* 49.7% 68.5% 60.7%
Coworker verbally threatens you* 81.7% 92.4% 87.8%
Coworker slams phone 47.8% 54.1% 50.6%
Coworker has an argument with spouse/family 54.4% 77.0% 67.1%
           while at work*
Coworker's family makes threatening phone 70.9% 83.1% 78.0%
           calls to the business*
Coworker tells an insulting joke 25.6% 27.6% 26.5%
Overhear a coworker ordering a gun* 36.2% 52.9% 45.5%
Coworker brings gun or weapon to work* 79.2% 90.4% 85.7%

Client has an outburst* 24.9% 44.1% 35.7%
Client slams something in the office* 64.8% 80.5% 73.7%
Client threatens to hurt you or coworkers* 85.9% 93.1% 89.9%
Client makes unwanted sexual comments* 48.6% 70.1% 61.1%
Client or Coworker threatens to slash your tires 88.2% 92.7% 90.6%

Stranger walks into place of business shouting 49.4% 59.0% 55.0%
Stranger walks in shouting at you* 70.6% 81.7% 76.9%
Stranger refuses to leave* 54.8% 71.0% 64.1%

Someone steals something from the business* 52.8% 68.3% 61.1%
Someone demands money using a weapon 89.9% 90.8% 90.2%
          but leaves when threaten to call police
Someone enters the business carrying or 89.9% 91.5% 90.8%
          pretending to carry a gun or weapon
Note: * = p < .05

 

When looking at this information a little more deeply, as cited in literature above, females 

appear have a lower threshold for violence in the workplace. As shown in table 4, females are 

more likely to consider the subtle behaviors, such has a coworker having an outburst in the office 

or a client slamming something in the office, as acts of workplace violence as compared to 

males. In addition, females also seem to be more in touch with the role that domestic violence 

plays in potential acts of workplace violence.  Eighty-three percent of the females, as compared 

to 71 percent of the males, considered receiving threatening phone calls from a coworkers� 

spouse or family member an act of workplace violence. Although, this difference is not overly 
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pronounced, the fact that women are victimized by domestic violence at a higher rate than men 

could be affecting this difference in perception. 

 

                                                    Table 5: Employees' defintion of Workplace Violence by Business Type
  Banking,  Manufacturing, Retail or Scientific or Health, Govt, All 

Legal or Construction or  Personal Technology Social Services or Businesses
 Professional Trade Services Education

Cow orker has an outburst 15.0% 31.1% 37.5% 16.7% 18.8% 19.0%
Cow orker assaults him but hurts no one 45.0% 66.7% 42.9% 56.1% 32.2% 60.7%
Cow orker verbally threatens you* 85.0% 75.6% 87.5% 92.9% 90.8% 87.8%
Cow orker slams phone 40.0% 60.9% 37.5% 42.9% 57.8% 50.6%
Cow orker has an argument w ith spouse/family 60.0% 56.5% 75.0% 68.7% 73.8% 67.1%
           w hile at w ork
Cow orker's family makes threatening phone 55.0% 65.2% 87.5% 78.8% 85.5% 78.0%
           calls to the business*
Cow orker tells an insulting joke 15.8% 29.5% 12.5% 22.9% 32.6% 26.5%
Overhear a cow orker ordering a gun 40.0% 53.3% 37.5% 33.0% 50.3% 45.5%
Cow orker brings gun or w eapon to w ork 80.0% 77.8% 87.5% 87.8% 90.9% 85.7%

Client has an outburst 35.0% 32.6% 37.5% 24.5% 42.0% 35.7%
Client slams something in the office 70.0% 69.6% 50.0% 71.9% 76.3% 73.7%
Client threatens to hurt you or cow orkers* 90.0% 76.1% 87.5% 95.8% 92.4% 89.9%
Client makes unw anted sexual comments 45.0% 59.1% 50.0% 55.8% 32.6% 61.1%
Client or Cow orker threatens to slash your tires* 85.0% 82.2% 85.7% 95.9% 93.6% 90.6%

Stranger w alks into place of  business shouting 50.0% 53.3% 25.0% 58.8% 54.5% 55.0%
Stranger w alks in shouting at you 65.0% 79.5% 87.5% 81.3% 76.3% 76.9%
Stranger refuses to leave 50.0% 58.1% 62.5% 60.8% 65.7% 64.1%

Someone steals something f rom the business 55.0% 56.8% 37.5% 59.8% 62.4% 61.1%
Someone demands money using a w eapon 95.0% 77.8% 87.5% 91.8% 93.7% 90.2%
          but leaves w hen threaten to call police*
Someone enters the business carrying or 95.0% 77.8% 87.5% 90.5% 94.8% 90.8%
          pretending to carry a gun or w eapon*
Total Number of Respondents** 20 47 8 99 177 351
Note: * p < .05
** The total N does not equal 460 because the respondents either left this question blank or chose other

 

In addition to gender differences, there were also differences in the perceptions of 

employees from different industries. It seems that individuals can become both desensitized as 

well as more sensitive to certain behaviors depending on their environment. For example, table 5 

shows that 25 percent of the employees of the retail businesses felt that someone walking into the 
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business shouting was an act of workplace violence, markedly lower than the near fifty percent 

of employees in other industries. This may be a reflection of the retail environment where people 

and customers tend to be more boisterous than banking clients or people entering a business 

office. However, this percentage jumps to 87.5 percent when the shouting is directed at them. 

This suggests that since the retail work environment is not a quiet working environment yelling 

and shouting is not threatening unless the shouting is directed at the employee. Another example 

of retail employees become desensitize to behaviors becomes apparent when looking how the 

retail employees defined �someone steals something from the business�; only 37.5 percent 

defined this behavior as workplace violence. This could be because they define this has 

shoplifting rather than violent behavior due to the nature of the work environment.    

Table 5 also illustrates that employees of certain industries can become more sensitive to 

and fearful of events based on the nature of their job. An example of employees having a higher 

sense of awareness due to their environment is the banking industries response to attempted 

robbery scenarios. Ninety-five percent of the banking/professional service employees believed 

that workplace violence occurred if someone demands money by using a weapon or pretends to 

carry a weapon into the business. See table 5. 

Overall, the definition of workplace violence within the field is not cut and dry, instead, 

there is a continuum of behaviors that would be classified as workplace violence depending on 

the characteristics of the employees, where they work, and who they come in contact with.  

Despite these differences, there is a consensus that any verbal threat of violence or physical 

contact should be considered workplace violence. There is also some consensus of what acts do 

not constitute acts of workplace violence. Table 5 illustrates the majority of respondents do not 

classify �coworkers having an outburst�, �clients having an outburst�, and �coworkers telling an 
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insulting joke� as workplace violence. In addition, 54.5 percent of the respondents did not 

classify �overhear coworker ordering a gun� as workplace violence. These results suggest that 

there has to be a direct threat or an assault for the working community to consider the act an 

incident of workplace violence.  

 

Understanding the Nature and Scope of Workplace Violence in Wakefield 

 One goal of this project was to understand what type of violence is actually occurring 

within Wakefield. At first glance, it seemed that the working community did not perceive 

violence in workplace as a major problem in Wakefield. In fact, only one percent of the 

employees reported that workplace violence is a serious problem in their work environment. 

Furthermore, the initial reaction of the participants of the focus group was to state that no 

incidents have occurred. However, when prompted on the survey, respondents did identify 

instances of workplace violence. Similarly in the focus groups, after further discussion 

participants could reference an incident that took place at their workplace that could be defined 

as workplace violence. It was difficult to get the participants to talk about incidents of workplace 

violence because many participants believed that some behaviors were permissible based on the 

backgrounds of employees or the type of workplace. These findings illustrate the importance of 

contextualizing information that analysts or policymakers may receive.  Individuals are reluctant 

to initially identify the existence of workplace violence, but when prompted to discuss specific 

events they were more likely to identify particular incidents as being problematic. Future 

research in Wakefield and elsewhere should take this reluctance into consideration when 

designing survey questions or evaluating the accuracy of responses to generalized questions 

about the existence of workplace violence.  
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Victimization Experiences. In both the manager and employee groups 5.5 percent of respondents 

reported that they had been victims of workplace violence in the last year. However, as 

illustrated in table 6, it seems that managers who are victimized are only victimized once, 

whereas employees report that they are more often repeatedly victimized. This may be because 

managers have the authority to terminate the perpetrator while the employees would have to 

report the incident to their supervisor to obtain that result. This difference could also be due to 

the knowledge managers have of policies and procedure, therefore, allowing them to take proper 

measures to assure the incident would not occur again.  

 

                                                       Table 6: Victimization

N % N %
Experienced Threats or Violence w/i the last yr. 10 5.5% 24 5.5%

Frequency of these threats or violent acts
Once 6 60% 7 33%
Twice 1 10% 5 24%
3 or 4 time 2 20% 6 29%
More than 10 times 1 10% 3 14%

 Managers Employees

 

At first glance, 5.5 percent may seem to suggest that workplace violence is not a problem. 

However, it is a substantial percentage when looking at the crime activity in the town of 

Wakefield. According, to the Uniform Crime Reports Wakefield has an overall low crime rate. 

This is depicted in table 7. At first glance, in 2000 it seems that there was a high rate of murders; 

however, all seven of these murders were incidents of workplace violence as a part of the 

Edgewater Technologies tragedy.  
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Table 7: UCR data for Wakefield, MA
Agg

Assault
1997 331 14 317 0 1 5 8 99 189
1998 295 7 288 0 1 1 5 98 150
1999 273 25 248 0 0 3 22 37 193
2000 293 33 260 7 1 5 20 43 187

Source: UCR: State and National Crime Data

Robbery Burglary LarcenyViolent Property Murder RapeYear Total 
Crimes

 

 

Besides this one tragic event there also some indication that violent crimes make up a substantial 

part of the workload of the Wakefield Police Department. We also received �calls reported to the 

police� data from the Wakefield Police Department. We matched this data with business 

addresses in order to analysis what types of crimes are occurring at business locations3. Table 8 

illustrates that approximately one-third of all the calls for service come from business locations.  

Table 8: Wakefield Crime Data
Crime Type Total 

N % N % N
Alarms 1053 46.7% 1201 53.3% 2254
Arrests 78 24.4% 242 75.6% 320

Assaults 26 30.6% 59 69.4% 85
Burglary 42 23.2% 139 76.8% 181

Disturbance 343 21.2% 1276 78.8% 1619
Domestic 90 14.1% 550 85.9% 640

Drug 28 36.8% 48 63.2% 76
Larceny 251 38.4% 402 61.6% 653
Robbery 5 38.5% 8 61.5% 13

Sexual Assault 6 25.0% 18 75.0% 24
Vandalism 134 25.5% 391 74.5% 525

Total 2056 32.2% 4334 67.8% 6390

Business Non-business

 

The most frequent calls are concerning alarms. However, almost 38.5 percent of all robberies 

and 38.4 percent of larceny calls originate from business location. These crimes are closely 

followed by calls reporting assaults (30 percent) from business locations.  Based on this and the 

                                                
3 The methodology the matching and mapping process is appended. See appendix A.  
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fact that 5.5 percent of the workforce sample has experience some type of violence suggests that 

this is a problem that needs to be addressed. See table 7 and 8.  

 

Safety.  It is important to capture the working community�s sense of safety in order to truly 

understand the nature and scope of workplace violence within that community. In Wakefield the 

working community felt relatively safe while at work. As shown in table 9, 83 percent of the 

managers and 70 percent of the employees reported a feeling of safe at work - a clear majority of 

each sample. Table 9 also illustrates that in both groups, a higher percentage of males felt safe 

compared to females.   

 Interestingly, when comparing perceptions of safety between managers and employees, 

there are some industries that are very similar while others deviate greatly. In the managerial 

survey the health/social services/education/government category had the lowest percentage (72 

percent) of individuals who reported being safe. This was also true when examining the 

responses made by the employees (only 68 percent of employees of health/social 

services/education/government reported feeling safe at work). Future research should draw form 

a large enough sample to get within this group. The retail groups also were comparable; 78 

percent of the managers and 75 percent of the employees reported being safe.  

However, the difference between groups is illustrated by table 9 particularly when 

looking at the hi-tech/scientific sector. Only 68 percent of the employees of hi-tech/scientific 

industries reported to feeling safe. This is interesting considering that the managers in the same 

industries had the highest percentage (95 percent) of people who reported feelings of safety. It 

could be argued that the fear felt by the employees in this group may be partially due to the 
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                                                    Table 9: Perceptions of safety 

N % N %
Feel Safe- All Respondents 144 83% 322 70%

Gender
Female 50 73% 169 67%
Male 93 89% 144 80%

Type of Business
Banking, Legal or Professional 25 81% 18 90%
Manufacturing, Construction or Trade 25 89% 39 85%
Retail, Food & Drink, Personal Services 29 78% 6 75%
Scientific, Technology 18 95% 67 68%
Health, Social Services, Education or 23 72% 121 68%
    Government

 Managers Employees

 

Edgewater tragedy, the same event that propelled this research project. Edgewater Technologies 

is a member of the hi-tech/scientific sector; perhaps other employees of this industry can identify 

with incident and feel more vulnerable than do employees of other industries. Furthermore, 

managers might have more information regarding preventative strategies as well as the 

companies risk assessment tools. This information and knowledge may make them feel safer. 

In addition to questions about safety the surveys also addressed changes in the levels of 

fear felt by the working community. The majority of both managers and employees feel the 

employees� level of fear remained constant over the last year but, because we are unable 

establish the baseline level of fear this information is less helpful. However, it is important that 

10 percent of the managers and 12 percent of employees reported that the employees� level of 

fear has increased over the last year. See table 10.  

                                              Table 10: Perception of fear

N % N %
Among employees fear of violence has
Increased 11 10% 52 12%
Decreased 5 4% 26 6%
Stayed about the same 98 86% 351 82%

 Managers Employees
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Likelihood of threats. To further examine perceptions of safety we looked at how likely 

the respondents were to receive threats. The respondents were asked to rate whether they 

believed it was likely or unlikely to be threatened by coworkers, clients, outsiders, a coworker�s 

family or friend, and someone you know. Overall, 67 percent of the managers and 58 percent of  

 

                                          Table 11: Perceived Threat by offender and business type
Banking, Manufac, Retail, Personal Hi-Tech Educ, Gov't, All Business

Professional Construction Services Social Services Types
% % % % % %

Any Threat*
Likely 45% 47% 75% 51% 66% 58%
Not Likely 55% 53% 25% 49% 34% 41%
Coworker*
Likely 25% 23% 12.5% 12.5% 8% 10%
Not Likely 75% 77% 87.5% 87.5% 92% 90%
Client*
Likely 10% 4.5% 12.5% 5% 48.5% 29%
Not Likely 90% 95.5% 87.5% 95% 51.5% 71%
Outsider
Likely 35% 31% 62.5% 46.5% 46% 42%
Not Likely 65% 69% 37.5% 53.5% 54% 58%
Fam/Friend of 
Coworker
Likely 20% 18% 29% 9% 8% 6%
Not Likely 80% 82% 71% 91% 92% 94%
Someone you Know
Likely 0% 7% 0% 2% 8% 10%
Not Likely 100% 93% 100% 98% 92% 90%
Note: * p < .05

 

the employees feel that it is likely that they will receive a threat from one or more of the 

individuals listed above. In both groups the retail and health/social 

services/education/government sector have the highest percent of respondents reporting that they 

thought it was likely to receive some sort of threat. See table 11.   

Overall, the employees and managers in Wakefield are most fearful of outsiders. The 

highest percent of reported fear across all industries within each group was from outsiders. This 
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is particularly true when looking at the retail (58 percent manager and 62.5 percent employees) 

and health/social services/education/government (43 percent managers and 46 percent 

employees) sector response. This seems logical considering employees of these sectors 

frequently interact with individuals with no relationship to business or employees. It is 

surprising, that 46.5 percent of the employees of hi-tech/scientific companies reported that they 

are likely to receive threats from an outsider while only 11 percent of their managers concurred. 

It seems unlikely that employees of these industries regularly come into contact with outsiders; 

thus it would be interesting to further explore what generates this fear. Furthermore, this industry 

may have been most affected by the Edgewater tragedy because McDermott was a co-worker, 

not an outsider.  

Industries serving clients or customers (e.g. retail) seem to have a higher percent of 

workers who believe receiving threats from those customers is likely. Employees in these 

industries may be more sensitive to the dangers of their environment because of the high level of 

daily precautions taken by their companies. However, it is interesting that 25 percent of the 

employees of banks/professional service companies and 23 percent of the employees in 

manufacturing/construction companies reported that it is likely to receive threats from co-

workers. The manufacturing/construction employees� perception may be explained by the work 

environment. It was reported in our focus groups that in some businesses it is common for 

individuals within these industries to fight amongst themselves. Perhaps these respondents in the 

employee sample have experienced or witnessed these altercations; therefore, receiving a threat 

from a coworker may not be that far fetched or even commonplace. However, there is little 

evidence that would explain why a higher percentage of individuals in the banking/professional 
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service industry perceive that they would be threatened by a coworker. This phenomenon could 

be further examined with more interviews and focus groups of industry representatives.   

In each group a low percentage of individuals perceived that it was likely to receive 

threats from friends and family members of a coworker or from someone they knew. Despite 

these findings, the literature (Scalora et al, 2003; Johnson & Gardner, 2000; Levin, 1999) 

suggests that domestic violence has permeated the workplace, which suggests that receiving 

these threats may be more likely than anticipated. However, these results are not surprising 

because a large majority of people in general do not believe that they would be harmed by a 

person they know or have a relationship with.      

 The perception of receiving threats is also interesting when the responses are analyzed by 

gender. As illustrated in table 12, 80 percent of the females in the manager group believe that 

they are likely to receive any type of threat compared to only 56.5 percent of their male 

counterparts. Perhaps this is what could be expected considering the literature, which suggests 

females in general have a greater fear of being victimized (Belknap, 2001; LaGrange and 

Ferraro, 1989; Ortega and Myles, 1987). However, the differences almost disappear when 

comparing male and female perception within the employee group; 45 percent of males 

compared to 43 percent of females perceive that it is likely to receive threats. This fading 

variation between male and female is evident within each potential perpetrator category in the 

employee group.  

A high percentage of the men in each group believed it was likely they would receive a 

threat from a coworker. See table 12. Based on the information gathered by the focus group, this 

could perhaps be a result of the employment setting that males tend to work in the industries 

where coworker confrontations occur more frequently (i.e. manufacturing, repair shops, and 
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construction sites).  On the other hand, a higher percentage of females believed that they were 

likely to receive a threat from a clients or customers. This could be influenced by the fact that 

such a large number of females work in industries where they interact with clients on a daily 

basis (i.e. teaching, mental health worker, social worker, and nurses). Keeping this in mind, the 

results could be affected by the high representation of employees from these types of industries 

in the sample.  

Table 12: Perceived threat by offender and gender
Male Female

Any Threat
Likely 45% 43%
Not Likely 55% 57%

Coworker*
Likely 15% 6.5%
Not Likely 85% 93.5%

Client*
Likely 24% 35%
Not Likely 76% 65%

Outsider
Likely 41% 42%
Not Likely 59% 58%

Fam/Friend of 
Coworker
Likely 9% 10%
Not Likely 91% 90%

Someone you Know
Likely 7% 5%
Not Likely 93% 95%
Note: * p < .05  

 

Reporting Tendencies  

 Another goal was to examine the reporting tendencies of working community. Overall, 

the analysis showed that reporting tendencies are affected by individual�s definition and the 

severity of the incident.  The analysis illustrates that only 15 percent of the managers and 8 
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percent of the employees reported an incident to the police. The low levels of victimization in the 

sample groups may drive these low percentages. However, when employees do report incidents 

to the police they are generally very pleased with the police response. As shown in table 13, a 

little over 60 percent of managers and employees were very pleased with the police department�s  

                                             Table 13: Reporting tendencies 

N % N %
Reported incident to Police
Yes 27 15% 27 15%
No 154 85% 154 85%

Helpfulness of Police after 
Reporting
Very 17 63% 17 63%
Somewhat 7 26% 7 26%
Not Very 2 7% 2 7%
Not at all 1 4% 1 4%

Experienced or witnessed an incident 
Decided against reporting
Yes 44 13% 14 11%
No 109 87% 304 89%

 Managers Employees

 

response to the report, suggesting that the police department is responding well to these 

situations when they are informed. Although the majority of people felt the police were 

responding well, there is also a fair amount of unreported violence. Table 13 shows that 11 

percent of the managers and 13 percent employees either experienced or witnessed an incident of 

workplace violence but decided not to report it to the police. Various reasons were provided to 

help explain why respondents did not report incidents to the police. While these reasons vary 

among groups of respondents, overall they follow similar explanations made for low reporting of 

violence that has been found in studies of violence outside the work environment. 
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Reasons for not reporting. To explore some reasons why employees would not report 

incidents of workplace violence we asked managers what they believed stopped their employees 

from reporting. Over half (55 percent) of the managers believed that the reason why employees 

decided not to report the incidents to the police was because they were afraid of retaliation. 

However, only 34 percent of the employees who were surveyed cited fear of retaliation as a 

reason they would not report. See table 14.These results suggest that when managers who were 

asked this question must have been thinking of incidents involving other employees or someone 

that the victim knows. However, when looking at which group poses the most threat it is 

consistently outsiders. This leaves a small disconnect between the employees� fears and the 

managers perceptions. 

 

                                    Table 14: Reasons for not reporting
Reasons for not reporting

N % N %
Not important enough 74 48% 289 75%
Concerned about company image 32 21% 41 11%
Afraid of being fired 34 22% 37 10%
Thought police could not or would not help 40 26% 79 21%
Afraid of retaliation by offender 84 55% 132 34%

Managers perceptions 
why employees 

do not report

Actual reasons 
given by employees

 

 The managers also over estimated the employees concern for the company image and 

fear of being fired. As shown in table 14, 21 percent of the managers thought that employees 

would not report because that they were concerned about the company image; whereas only 11 

percent of the employees actually stated this as a reason. Twenty-two percent of managers 

believed that their employees would not report because they were afraid of being fired. However, 

only 10 percent of the employees reported that this was a reason for not reporting an incident to 

the police. This is also a very interesting finding since managers are commonly involved in the 
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firing decision. This may indicate that reporting could be detrimental to the employee�s status at 

the company. According to the FBI�s workplace violence report (2004), it is very important for 

managers to create a climate where reporting encouraged rather than discouraged. Therefore, 

neither the managers nor employees should be fearful of losing their jobs for reporting violence 

at the workplace.   

 According to the employee group, the reason that they would not report an incident of 

workplace violence to the police is simple: it just is not important enough. Table 14 shows that 

75 percent of the employees believe that these type of incidents are not important enough to 

report. This finding is consistent with the results of the National Crime Victimization Survey.  

 This information is important because through education the message that these incidents 

are important and should be reported can be conveyed to the working community. Changing this 

perception may allow the police department and the businesses themselves to collect more valid 

data on the prevalence of workplace violence. In addition, it could help prevent incidents of 

greater magnitude from occurring in the future because they may identify the behaviors before 

they escalate. 

 Since many of the employees believe that the incidents are not important enough to report 

to the police, we examined whether employees are more likely to report incidents to their 

supervisors. A reoccurring theme within our focus groups was that the working community was 

not particularly comfortable with reporting to the police. One person suggested that he would be 

embarrassed to call the police for a minor incident. A female participant suggested that calling 

the police had not occurred to her even while a customer was threatening her with a gun. 

Although she did report the incident to her supervisor, neither she nor her supervisor thought to 

call the police. This incident reflected the belief that perhaps employees are more apt to report 
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incidents of violence to their supervisors; this would leave it up to the supervisors to report 

incidents of violence to the police.  

 The employee level survey explicitly asked the respondents to rate whether they would 

report certain acts to their supervisor and whether they would report these same acts directly to 

the police. Employees tend to report the incidents to their supervisors rather than directly 

reporting these incidents to the police4. Table 15 indicates that only 10 percent of the individuals 

who were would likely to report an incident to their supervisors would also report also the 

incident to the police. Furthermore, only two percent would not report the incident to their 

  

Table 15: Reporting incidents to supervisors versus reporting to police

Likely Not lIkely 
Likely 10% 90%
Not likely 98% 2%
Note: * = p < .05

Report to Police
Report to Supervisor*

supervisor but would report the incident to the police. These findings suggests if police want to 

play a larger role in dealing with workplace violence it may be important to educate the 

supervisors, managers, and upper level executives on the importance of reporting incidents and 

building a rapport with the police department. 

 Knowledge of policies. It was hypothesized that another influential factor to workplace 

violence reporting might be company policies. It was found that smaller companies were less 

                                                
4 There were 20 items in each of these sections. A factor analysis was run and it was found that for reporting an 
incident to a supervisor verbal threats from a coworker, coworker wants to commit suicide, coworker threatens to 
kill someone else, overhear coworker�s partner threaten him/her, client threatens you, coworker makes unwanted 
sexual advances, coworker vandalizes car, coworker brings gun to work were related. These items were combined 
for analysis. For reporting to the police verbal threats from a coworker, coworker wants to commit suicide, coworker 
threatens to kill someone else, overhear coworker�s partner threaten him/her, client threatens you, coworker makes 
unwanted sexual advances, coworker vandalizes car, coworker brings gun to work were related. These items were 
combined for analysis. Once these variables were created they were compared.  
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likely to have policies in place. Therefore, those companies do not have a formal way of 

handling these incidents, which puts them at a disadvantage for reporting these incidents to the 

police. Furthermore, employees in general are not well informed about the workplace violence 

policies that are already in place. Without this knowledge employees are making uninformed 

decisions regarding whether to report acts of violence in the workplace. As illustrated in table 16, 

more employees are unsure about whether their company has written policies regarding 

workplace violence or clear procedures for reporting these incidents than managers. Thirty-nine 

percent of the employees reported that they did not know if there company has written policy 

compared to only the eight percent of managers who did not know. However, only 10 percent of 

the employees reported that their company in fact did not have written policy compared to 59 

percent of the managers. The accuracy of employee knowledge about existing could be 

influenced by the large number of smaller businesses in the manager level sample; it was found 

that larger businesses were more likely to have written policies and procedures (x2
w1 = 49.601, p 

< .001 and x2
w2 = 47.867, p < .001). These results could also suggest that more employees assume 

that there is a written policy even when it does not exist, whereas managers are privy to specific 

that knowledge about non-existent policies. 

 

Police Strategies 

 The last goal of this research was to identify the police strategies that could be used to 

reduce and prevent workplace violence incidents. �Traditionally the law enforcement role 

consists of investigating crimes that have already been committed, identifying the criminals,  
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                                           Table 16 : Knowledge of policies

N % N %
Company has a written policy for 
workplace violence
Yes 59 33% 221 51%
No 105 59% 44 10%
Don't Know 15 8% 168 39%

Company has clear procedures in place
for reporting workplace violence
Yes 87 48% 260 59%
No 80 44% 38 9%
Don't Know 13 7% 143 32%

 Managers Employees

 

finding them, and collecting evidence for conviction� (FBI, 2004, p. 36). This type of role does 

not allow for a relationship to be formed between the business community and the police 

department.  Stephen Doherty, former Chief of Police in Wakefield has publicly advocated for 

law enforcement to change its role. According to Doherty, �workplace violence is today where 

domestic violence was a decade ago� the more common but less dramatic lower-level incidents, 

such as threats and aggravated assaults, are still not viewed as an opportunity for early 

intervention. This failure of businesses to report lower-level incidents and the reluctance of 

police to aggressively tackle the issue only empowers the perpetrators and diminished the 

victims. Ultimately, these unreported smaller incidents are precursors to larger acts of violence� 

(2002, p. 134). Therefore, it is very important for law enforcement to start utilizing the 

community policing model with the business community. By definition, community-oriented 

policing is a model of policing focused on developing partnerships with communities by creating 

constructive dialogue between police and community representatives to share information 

(Skolnick & Bayley, 1986), which would open the door for communication and reporting.   

 In the employee survey, respondents were asked what type of police involvement would 

be beneficial. Table 17 shows that almost half (46 percent) of the employees wanted the police to 
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provide bulletins regarding crimes that occur in Wakefield and particularly those crimes that 

occur near their businesses. Fifty-nine percent of the employees in hi-tech/scientific companies 

and 50 percent of those individuals employed by retail companies would like to see this strategy 

implemented. See Table 17. This is interesting because this is a very �traditional� police and 

business interaction. These percentages seem to suggest that business community as well as the 

police department have to follow the recommendations of former Chief Doherty and work on 

changing the way they deal with workplace violence. The role of police and business interaction 

is important in preventing and reducing workplace violence.  

 

                      Table 17: Employee Desired Police Involvement
N %

Increase patrolling during certain periods 134 32%
Assigning the officers to certain business areas 91 22%
Police provide bulletins or alerts regarding crimes 192 46%
Having an officer stationed on the premises 20 5%
Having an officer as a liaisons to businesses 110 26%
No police involvement 58 14%

 

 Although a large percent of the businesses indicated that they wanted traditional police 

behaviors to occur, a good percentage of business also indicated that they wanted the police to 

perform more preventative strategies. Thirty-two percent would like the police to increase 

patrolling during certain periods of the day. Nearly, 100 percent of the individuals who were 

inclined to write-in the areas of the property and/or times of the day that they feel unsafe stated 

that they felt most unsafe at night and in the parking lot. Therefore, it might be helpful for police 

officers to increase patrol of the parking lots of the business during the evening and night hours 

as a way to increase communication with local businesses. 

 Creating business liaisons to directly communicate with police representatives was 

another strategy that respondents believed would be helpful. Twenty-six percent of the 
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employees answering this survey would like to have an assigned liaison(s) that could be 

contacted when situations do arise. Members of the focus group also indicated that it would be 

helpful to have one or two officers with whom they could build a rapport thereby increasing the 

level of comfort felt when calling the police department when minor incidents occur.  

 Similar themes arose in the focus groups. There seemed to be a consensus among the 

participants that it would be helpful to have a point person at the police department. They 

believed creating relationships between businesses and police officers would help prevent 

incidents from occurring. It was expressed that if there were an existing relationship they would 

feel comfort using the police as a consultant for security and safety planning and reporting minor 

incidents so that the police would remain informed. Furthermore, members of the focus group 

also believed that having a liaison would be beneficial because the officer(s) would become 

familiar with the layout of the company. Therefore, should a serious incident occur the police 

would be able to effectively respond to the incident. 

Conclusions 

In this workplace initiative the Wakefield Police Department and Northeastern University 

planned to explore the topic of workplace violence as it related to the working community�s 

perceptions and policing strategies. In this study we were unable to formulate a clear and exact 

definition of workplace violence. It was found that individuals in the Wakefield community did 

agree that threats of harm constitute workplace violence. It would have been interesting to 

examine whether the managers� and employees� definitions of workplace violence differed. It 

would be helpful to develop more information on this matter. 

 This analysis successfully identified a number of differences in how managers and 

employees view the problem of workplace violence even though they have been victimized at the 
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same rate. Managers clearly, feel safer than the employees of businesses in Wakefield. See table 

7. This is particularly evident when looking at individuals employed by hi-tech industries. Only 

68 percent of the employees compared to 95 percent of the managers of hi-tech/scientific 

companies feel safe. The Edgewater tragedy could have influenced the level of fear for 

individuals in this industry. Since Edgewater Technologies is a hi-tech company, perhaps 

employees of other hi-tech industries within Wakefield feel more vulnerable. Furthermore, as 

shown in table 5, managers� victimization tends to occur one time, whereas employee victims 

tend to experience incidents more frequently.  

 In addition, the analysis indicates that there are individuals often do not report incidents 

of workplace violence to the police. The most common reason given for not reporting is that the 

employee believed that the incident was not important enough. However, the results also indicate 

when people did report to the police they were happy with how the department handled the 

incident. This suggests that the police would be able to do �good work� and achieve some goals 

of they could obtain more information from the business community.  

 Moreover, there are differences in the way employees in different industries perceive the 

problem. An important finding of this report is that perceptions of workplace violence can be a 

product of the work environment. Employees in retail or similar industries appear to become 

desensitized when they repeatedly interact with certain stimuli. However, employees of different 

industries seem to become very sensitive and aware of the dangers. Although employee 

perception of workplace violence is also shaped by personal history, the results indicate that 

work environment can also effect the employee�s perceptions. Therefore, representatives from 

specific industries can help policy makers respond the employees� fears. 
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The analysis allowed us to make several conclusions regarding workplace violence in the 

Wakefield business community. The conclusions made coupled with the consistent themes that 

arose from the survey and focus groups within the Wakefield community have important 

implications on policies around workplace violence. The next section describes some of the 

policy implications that emerged from this project and suggests ways that the data could be used 

to frame some policy changes.  

 

Suggestions for Businesses 

 In the analysis it was evident that businesses would also have to change and enhance their 

polices to ensue a productive and safe environment. The most prominent finding in the analysis 

was the lack of widespread knowledge surrounding policies on workplace violence.   

Internal policies regarding workplace violence should represent the needs and concerns of 

specific industries. Recognizing that the definition of workplace violence varies by industry, it is 

important to be flexible when formulating company policies and procedures. This study, as well 

as other available literature shows, that workplace violence is a complex issue. Unlike sexual 

harassment, workplace violence has different levels of tolerance depending on the work 

environment. For example, individuals working in retail do not classify a customer who is 

shouting as workplace violence unless the customer is directing the yelling at the employee. 

However, if someone walked into a computer technology company yelling the behavior could be 

perceived as threatening. These definitions are strongly shaped by the work environment. This 

means that perhaps it would help to have an employee forum that allows the employees of the 

company to express concerns and fears as well as what they believe is workplace violence. 

Therefore, the workplace violence policy will be specific to the industries problems.    
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Industry specific concerns also emerged in respondent description of fear of threats. 

Policy makers need to be aware of what types of threats seem most likely to the employees in 

specific industries. Addressing the proper threats could help the employees of the industry feel 

safer while at work not one fits all response to threats because differ by industry type. For 

example, considering the high level of fear of outsiders felt by the hi-tech industry (see tables 9 

and 11), it may be beneficial to deal with physical access issues to minimize the fear in this 

particular industry. While it may be important to address the fear of clients in the social service 

and government sector and address fear of co-workers in the banking industry.   

Creating and informing employees about policies surrounding workplace violence. Since such 

a large number of companies currently do not have policies around workplace violence a first 

step would be the creation of internal policies so that these incidents can be handled properly.  

Much like defining workplace violence, reporting policies should fit the needs and environment 

of the company. The FBI (2004) suggests that some companies may benefit from installing 

comments boxes or hotlines where the victim or witness can report the incident. These types of 

options encourage individuals who feel uncomfortable reporting incidents a way to inform 

authorities about incidents that are occurring at the company without exposing themselves. 

Once the policy is created the company should inform its employees about it. Educating 

employees about company policies on workplace violence is important so that they are aware of 

the procedure for reporting, understand where the company stands around issues of workplace 

violence and know what to expect once they report an incident to their supervisor or to the 

police. Unfortunately, the results from the survey show that many employees are not informed. 

Greater awareness of proper procedures and potential outcomes could serve to increase reporting 

It could be proposed that more individuals would report incidents if they were aware of the 
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procedure and the outcome of reporting. Almost every state agency has the sexual harassment 

policy posted in the office. This is a visible way to inform the employees of that agency that they 

should report an incident if one occurs. It also educates the individual about the procedure and 

expected outcome of reporting, therefore, the individual will know what to expect. It may be 

beneficial if a similar system be devised for workplace violence.  

 

Suggestions for Police 

 In order to truly affect workplace violence police officers need to become more involved 

in the working community. This is a difficult task, however, using the analysis from the survey 

and focus group data we have made a couple of suggestions on how to begin building the bridges 

needed for community policing in the workforce.  

Reach out to supervisors. This analysis found that employees are likely to report incidents of 

workplace violence to their supervisors before reporting to the police. Since there are so many 

circumstances (e.g. availability of employees, shear numbers of employees) that make it difficult 

to built a relationship with the entire working community and employees tend to report to their 

supervisors, building relationships with supervisors and managers may be equally or more 

effective. Through these relationships the police may be able to gain the necessary information 

from the people who have the ability to keep the police informed. Reaching out to these 

supervisors may make them feel more comfortable calling the police or urging the employee to 

report the incident to the police.  

 Create Business Resource Officers (BROs) .  Both the survey respondents as well as the 

participants in the focus group expressed the need for establishing business liaison. This finding 

was discussed with the Wakefield�s former Chief of Police, Stephen Doherty to identify 
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strategies that could address this need. Stephen Doherty suggested that BROs should be created, 

similar to the Student Resource Officers (SROs) and Domestic Violence officers. These officers 

would be responsible for creating and building relationships with the business community. The 

BRO(s) would also become familiar with local area businesses, their employees and 

environment.  Having a BRO(s) who occasionally is visible at selected business locations may 

have the effect of making the employees more comfortable at work and being more comfortable 

may lead to an increased likelihood that a particular incident of workplace violence may be 

reported to the local police. Reporting may be easier for the employees because they may be 

familiar with the Business Resource Officer having met her or him in various safety events.  In 

addition, having the familiarity of the location would allow the officer(s) to respond more 

effectively to calls and reports. Lastly, the BRO(s) would also be responsible for monitoring and 

informing the community of crimes that are occurring within the business community.  

 

Since these results are based solely on the information obtained from the focus groups 

and surveys of the Wakefield community, the project should be replicated before we are able to 

generalize the findings to other cities and towns. The Wakefield business community differs 

from other locations because this project was done in response to a tragic incident that took the 

lives of seven members of the community. This incident most likely impacts the perceptions of 

the population targeted in this group. Therefore, it would be interesting to implement this 

initiative to other communities both state and nationwide. Regardless of the influence the 

Edgewater tragedy has on the sampled population, this project does reinforce that workplace 

violence is a problem that is deserving of attention and research. It is a very complex issue that 

needs further research in what types of community policing strategies are successful in making 
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employees feel more comfortable and reduce the likelihood of workplace violence. It would also 

be important to continue to research the variation between industry types because this is 

particularly important to policy development and success in combating workplace violence. 

Although there seemed to be some understanding how domestic violence and workplace violence 

interrelate in Wakefield, this topic should be continued to be studied and explained. It is doubtful 

that all working communities accept this relationship. Through the analysis of Wakefield, it is 

evident that research on topics surrounding workplace violence should persist and action should 

be taken to reduce this type of violence in our communities.  
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APPENDIX A 
 
 

Mapping of Workplace Crimes in Wakefield 
 
 
 
Geographical data for Wakefield was provided to Northeastern University by the Wakefield 
Department of Public Works, Engineering Division. This information was used to designate the 
land use in the town of Wakefield. In order to analyze workplace violence in Wakefield it was 
important to establish the locations for commercial, industrial and residential use.  In addition to 
the land use information Northeastern University obtained crime data from the Wakefield Police 
Department. This data included calls for service for a variety of crime codes spanning from 
January 2001 through October 2002. Seven categories of crime, disorder, and police response 
were selected from this data: 1) alarms, 2) arrests, 3) burglary, 4) disturbances, 5) domestics, 6) 
drugs, and 7) larcenies. Categories such as fire department calls, motor vehicle accidents, and 
traffic violations were excluded from the analysis. The calls for service data were used to 
identify the type and volume of criminal activity in Wakefield. 
 
Using both the ESRI Arcview geocoding service and manual geocoding5, we matched the calls 
for service data with the business addresses in the database to map crimes occurring at the 
businesses in Wakefield. The first map includes both calls from business locations as well as 
non-business locales. Each crime category was then mapped separately to determine the 
frequency of occurrences at each location. These maps were further analyzed and areas of 
concern were highlighted. The second set of maps illustrates particular locations that have 
experienced a particular crime multiple times. These �hot spots� were identified by the frequency 
of an incident as compared to other businesses that experienced an incident within crime 
category. Therefore, the scale varies in each of the crime categories. The last set of maps 
illustrate clusters or an area where there seems to be a substantial amount of activity relative to 
other areas in the city. In these clusters individual businesses may not have experienced a crime 
more than once but the map indicates that the neighborhood may be experiencing the particular 
crime.  
 
 

    
 

                                                
5 Geocoding involved corresponding both the individual business addresses and the calls for service data with a 
reference address map of Wakefield.  The reference address map was the TIGER files for Wakefield obtained from 
the U.S. Census Bureau.  Instead of individual address locations consisting of a street name and a number  (i.e 5 
Main Street), TIGER files contain address ranges consisting of a street name and a range of numbers (i.e. 1-9 Main 
Street).  For Wakefield, the ArcView software, through its geocoding service,  was able to programmatically locate 
an individual address based on the TIGER file address ranges for about 80-90% of the instances.  The remaining 10-
20% of the instances was when the software was unable to find a match and we were allowed the option to utilize 
the software to manually locate the address.  Examples of such instances would be when the address name was a 
post office box number, non-existent street name, or address that identified a building within a commercial complex.  
It was not possible to locate all post office addresses or non-existent addresses, but we had more success in placing 
incidents within their corresponding commercial complexes, leaving 2-5% of the instances unmatched. 
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   Table 1: Proportion of calls coming from business locations 

Type of call % 
Alarms 37% 
Arrests 32% 

Burglaries 25% 
Disturbances 20% 
Domestics 15% 

Drugs 25% 
Larcenies 38% 
Robberies 40% 

 
Based on the data provided by Wakefield�s Department of Public Works and Police Department 
(1/01- 10/02) crimes occurring at business locations made up a substantial amount of the calls 
received by the Police Department. Depending on the type of problem, calls for service can 
originate from business locations in 15% to almost 50% of the individual categories. As 
illustrated in Table 1, only 15% of the calls for domestics (in the period of the study this totaled 
90 calls) came from business locations. However, a quarter of the burglary calls (42 calls out of 
181) came from businesses. In addition, about a third of the calls for assaults (26 out of 85 calls) 
came from business location within Wakefield.  
 
The proportions illustrated in Table 1, demonstrates that there is criminal activity occurring at 
business locations. Since there is a substantial amount of activity, concern by the police 
department is warranted.  For this reason, further analysis was conducted to identify whether 
there were certain �hot spot� areas.  When collectively looking at the maps, it is evident that 
there is a substantial amount of activity in the center of town and down Main Street. However, 
there also seemed to be some activity in the industrial parks that are located on the outskirts of 
town.     
 
The data indicates that there is a substantial amount of calls regarding alarms from Wakefield�s 
businesses.  The �hot spot� map indicates that there are seven different locations that have placed 
26 or more alarm calls to the Wakefield Police Department. This would amount to one alarm call 
every other week. Of these seven, three locations are in industrial parks, two were mill buildings 
that have been renovated into office buildings, one school, and one car dealership. The cluster 
map illustrates that there is some activity on Main Street by the lake and the Lowell Street �four 
corners�.  The Main Street vicinity consists of several smaller companies as well as companies, 
practices and operations that function out of homes. The Lowell Street �four corners� is made up 
of a strip mall on one corner, a convenient store on another, a gas station on another, and an 
office building on the last corner. According to Former Chief Doherty, this intersection is a good 
representation of the type of industry in Wakefield.  
  
The maps illustrating arrests, burglaries, and disturbances indicate that they follow similar 
patterns. The activity is concentrated in the center of town. However, there are smaller clusters 
where there is some activity such as the Lowell Street �four corners� and the area surrounding 
the Audubon Road. Interestingly, the only �hot spot� in the arrest and burglary category was at a 
vocational high school, where the attending students are from the surrounding cities and towns. 
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There are several �hot spot� locations in the disturbance category. A majority of these locations 
are retail establishments and schools.   
 
Thirty-eight percent of the calls for larceny originated from a business. According to the mapped 
data these calls tend to be from retail businesses such as gas stations, convenient stores and fast 
food restaurants. However, the cluster map shows that there is some activity on the residential 
part of Main Street. This suggests that there are some larcenies occurring in small businesses and 
businesses located in residential neighborhoods.   
 
There were a small number of domestic and sexual assault calls received. However, the sexual 
assaults seemed to occur in the downtown area as well as in the area around Salem Street and 
Audubon Road. The latter area is an industrial park housing several companies.  
 
Overall, the most crime-related activity is occurring in the center of town. According to the 
former Chief of Police in Wakefield, Stephen Doherty, Wakefield is unlike most other towns 
because much of their industry is concentrated in the center of town. Based on this, the high 
volume of activity may not be that surprising. What the data also shows is that the center of town 
is not the only part of town being affected by business based crime. The industrial parks on the 
outskirts and the Lowell Street �four corners� also experience their share of crime. According to 
Former Chief Doherty it is difficult to maintain relationship between the police department and 
the tenants in the industrial parks because of the fluid nature of the environment. These 
companies tend to be transient and for that reason the police department is often unaware of what 
industries and companies are in these parks. Although this type of environment poses a problem 
to the community policing model, perhaps it also supplies a place to start building relationships 
with these businesses. 
 
These maps illustrate where the Wakefield Police Department is receiving calls. As previously 
stated the most activity is occurring in the center of town and on the Lowell Street �four 
corners�. Although it was noted that there is a large amount of police presence in these areas, it 
might be helpful to introduce the Business Resource Officers (BROs) to businesses located in the 
�hot spot� areas. Merely having a police presence may not be deterring criminal behavior 
effectively, but the officers may be more successful once they create and maintain relationships 
with these businesses. 
 
In addition, participants in the focus group suggested that the police focus on the center of town. 
However, the businesses, particularly the industrial parks, on the outskirts of town also seem to 
have a substantial amount of activity. Although it might be difficult to maintain relationships 
with such a transient group, the department should try to implement the BROs in the more stable 
companies in the industrial parks. These longer established companies may be able to provide 
assistance and insight into the environment of the industrial park as well as what the businesses 
need and want from the Wakefield Police Department.  
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APPENDIX B 

 
 
 
 

Community Advisory Board Members 
 
 

Belinda Braley   NUCRYST Pharmaceuticals 

Lou DiBella    Crystal Motor Express 

Richard Fazzio   U.S. Department of Labor 

John Fowler    MA Department of Revenue 

Ann Hadley    JC Marketing 

Gerard Kennedy   Asset Management 

Thomas Mullen   Town of Wakefield 

Kathleen Militello   LDG Reinsurance Group 

Elaine LaFratta   BeNow 

Patricia O�Brien   The Savings Bank 

Phyllis Pearl   Kawasaki LSI USA Inc 

Robert Repucci   Wakefield Police Department 

Nancy Ruehrwein    Lubie�s Jewelry 

Nick Thurlow   Comverse Systems 

 


