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To our parents
and
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Preface

What do The Ford Motor Company, The Central Intelligence Agency,
and McDonald’s all have in common? The answer is that they have

all been venues for non-object-focused workplace violence. That is, violence
perpetrated to satisfy the emotional needs of the perpetrator, rather than
object-motivated crimes such as theft, robbery or burglary perpetrated to
obtain money or other objects. Most non-object-focused workplace crime is
produced by people who are frustrated, people whose anger explodes in the
workplace. Their behavior, however maladaptive, meets a variety of goals
and is both functional and purposive. It is indeed a “frustration-explosion.”

The more notorious of these crimes are known by their monikers.
“Luby’s,” “Oklahoma City,” “McDonald’s,” “Going Postal,” “Columbine,”
and more recently, “Attack on America,” have become a part of the
American psyche. These highly publicized crimes are shockingly devastating
but represent only the tip of the iceberg. 

This book contains over 150 case histories of workplace violence taken
from news journalism accounts. These case histories are fascinating—they will
captivate you. Perhaps this is because we can identify with the feelings of the
participants, both perpetrators and victims. Otherwise good people some-
times do bad things. Who hasn’t been angry with a co-worker, a boss or
supervisor, company policy, or a governmental agency, and who can’t iden-
tify with the heart stopping fear this type of crime produces. Who amongst
us doesn’t feel a degree of fear or at least concern about a possible incident
of workplace violence that might occur and involve a loved one or our-
selves? What would you do if someone came into your workplace with a gun
and started indiscriminately shooting, or your spouse’s workplace, or your
children’s school? 

Non-object-focused violent workplace crime is increasing and no work-
place is immune. Retail businesses, factories, governmental agencies, finan-
cial institutions, family planning clinics, restaurants, schools, libraries,
churches and even pre-schools have been the scenes of recent serious violent
crime. The issues relevant to this type of crime and several suggestions as to
how we might better protect our society from such occurrences are
addressed herein.
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This book examines who is committing these crimes, why they are being
committed and what can be done to mitigate them along with some of the
case law and major legal issues involved in employer negligence and respon-
sibility. A workplace that has not considered the possibility of a violent work-
place incident may be leaving itself open for legal action involving negli-
gence, particularly if a threat of violence has already been made there.

Hopefully this book will increase your knowledge and understanding of
this type of devastating crime that is fast becoming one of life’s major threats.
If this book helps to prevent even one incident of workplace violence we will
consider it a success and worth the effort of writing it.

IRVIN H. PERLINE

JONA GOLDSCHMIDT



Introduction

Violence in the workplace occurs daily and is well known by anyone who
reads or listens to the news. Violent workplace crime can be divided

into two categories: (1) object-focused and (2) non-object-focused. The vast
majority of workplace violence is object-focused. Object-focused violence is
that which occurs during theft, robbery, burglary and other crimes focused
on obtaining money, drugs or other objects. Any violence that occurs in an
object-focused crime is subordinate to the crime. On the other hand, non-
object-focused workplace violence is not focused on an object and the vio-
lence is an essential component that is used in a purposeful and functional
manner to achieve a desired goal. 

However, the only similarity these two types of crime have with each
other is that they both result in violence and they both occur in the work-
place. The defining characteristic of these two types of crime is their differ-
ent combination of motivation and focus. In object-focused violence, the
motivation is a perceived need that the object is thought to satisfy, while in
non-object-focused violence the motivation is anger and/or psychotically
determined. Because the motivation is the driving force behind a crime and
the focus is what gives the crime direction and specificity, it is important to
make a distinction between these two types of workplace violence. We can
not understand workplace violence and develop effective prevention and
mitigation strategies without making this distinction. Sometimes there is
overlap between object-focused and non-object-focused violence—the thief in
search of money, drugs or other objects may also be angry or psychotic, but
the differences between these two types of violence still hold true.

Conceptualizing workplace violence by its motivation and focus instead of
its venue breaks from tradition and represents an important conceptual
advance that has the potential to revolutionize the way this topic is thought
about and dealt with in the future.

This book is about non-object-focused violent crime that occurs in the
workplace. This crime appears to be growing at an increasing rate, garnering
a larger portion of the news, and is spreading to workplaces once considered
safe-havens from violence such as libraries, churches and even preschools. As
we will see, this crime is becoming ubiquitous and no workplace is immune. 
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Chapter 1, “Basic Psychological Concepts of Violence in the Workplace,”
distinguishes between object-focused and non-object-focused workplace vio-
lence. Distilling-out the essential elements of violent workplace crime leads
to a different classification schema that shows the similarity of a variety of
crimes previously considered as quite different. For example, workplace vio-
lence, domestic violence, terrorist activities and hate crimes are all non-
object-focused crimes. As we will see, classifying the crime according to the
perpetrator’s motivation and focus yields insight into the causes of these
crimes and how to prevent them.

Chapter 1 examines the basic psychological concepts necessary to under-
stand the phenomena of violence in the workplace; where, what, when, why,
how, and by whom it occurs, along with a variety of other concepts such as
why and how the workplace is chosen, types of violent crime that occur in
the workplace, a natural selection process that occurs in the workplace, and
why workplace violence is so often indiscriminate.

Chapter 2, “Risk Factors Associated with Workplace Violence,” examines
31 social and situational, psychological, and behavioral risk factors that place
a person at risk for committing a violent workplace episode. Two of these risk
factors are necessary conditions for workplace violence—they must be pres-
ent for a violent workplace incident to occur. Practical and useful suggestions
are given on how recognize, manage and reduce risk.

Chapter 3, “Frustration-Explosion,” introduces a theory of intentional
behavior, motivation-focus theory. Incorporating concepts from behavioral
and cognitive psychology, this theory emphasizes motivation and the focus
of the perpetrator’s attention as the essential final path determining behavior.
Based upon this theory, the anger-focus model is developed. Seven different
major types of non-object-focused violence are discussed, and as shown in
Chapter 3, a change in perpetrator focus can facilitate a change in the type
of crime committed, or even prevent a crime from occurring. This model
helps explain how and why the perpetrator chooses a particular goal and
workplace venue in which to act-out the violence, and why workplace vio-
lence is so often indiscriminate. Consistent with the widely accepted classifi-
cation of mental disorders, this model accounts for all instances of workplace
violence and even includes violence that occurs for accidental reasons (such
as ValuJet Flight 592, Everglades, FL, 1996, where 110 people were killed,
along with several other instances where people died via an act of acciden-
tal violence), political assassination (Chapter 13, “Government Facilities”), or
the result of terrorist activity (Chapter 16, “Terrorist Activities and Hate
Crimes”). This parsimonious model offers a different perspective to current
concepts of workplace violence. 

Several new and original concepts are introduced in Chapter 3 including
the idea of a Health Behavior Scale (HBS) based upon the concept of a con-
tinuum of health-related behaviors, with suicide on one end and health-
enhancing behaviors on the other. Varieties of self-injurious behaviors such
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as cigarette smoking, alcoholism, drug use, and various high-risk behaviors
are placed somewhere in-between the two extremes. The HBS allows us to
equate a broad variety of behaviors for harm or potential to cause harm
across a widely diverse population. The HBS helps us to better understand
suicide and other self-destructive behaviors and should facilitate the devel-
opment of better programs to prevent self-destructive and high-risk behav-
iors. This is particularly relevant to the workplace because of the high inci-
dence of suicide and high-risk behaviors in those who perpetrate non-object-
focused workplace violence.

In addition, Chapter 3 develops the concept that non-object-focused vio-
lence is not a spontaneous event, but has stages and is preceded by pre-vio-
lence behavior. These pre-violence behaviors almost always, if not always,
precede violence and are a critical development to our understanding of the
violent response. When observed or otherwise noted, these pre-violence
behaviors can serve as a warning sign that a violent act may be forthcoming.
Chapter 3 concludes with a brief discussion of how the anger-focus model
can be beneficially used to assess the threat of violence and hostage situa-
tions. 

Chapter 4, “Prevention, Risk Mitigation Strategies, Evolution and
Evolving Trends in Workplace Violence,” is concerned with a variety of
workplace and community strategies that can be used to prevent or mitigate
the probability of a violent event. Workplace violence has evolved over the
years and several trends in the continuing evolution of violence are exam-
ined. The prevention strategies developed in Chapter 4 are based upon
newer concepts involving risk management versus older, outdated approach-
es that depend upon trying to predict a low base-rate behavior, such as work-
place violence, and develop perpetrator profiles related to dangerousness. In
order to identify true positives, violence predictions or profiles must often
include a relatively large and unacceptable number of false positives. By
identifying someone as dangerous or potentially violent, these older predic-
tion-based approaches can cause irreparable social stigma, along with having
serious economic and legal repercussion. In referring to current trends in
violence prediction, Skeem and Mulvey (as cited in Mulvey & Cauffman,
2001) point out that, “Ongoing risk assessment and management have
replaced prediction of dangerousness, a shift with subtle but important impli-
cations for policy, practice, and research.” This chapter views non-object-
focused violence as goal directed behavior that is changing in form, but not
necessarily in substance, as the environmental milieu and requirements to
function in the environmental milieu continue to change.

One of the questions we must ask when discussing non-object-focused
workplace violence is: “Who is responsible?” Certainly we are quick to find
the perpetrator of the crime responsible, and rightfully so. However, issues
of responsibility must, in addition, take other factors into account. 

Part Two of the text, “Legal Considerations for Employers Regarding
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Workplace Violence,” examines several areas of legal concern related to and
arising from workplace violence. In Part Two, the legal issues related to
workplace violence that are essential for today’s businesses are presented.
Employer negligence involving personnel decisions regarding hiring, super-
vision and retention, along with a variety of other duties to which an employ-
er can be held accountable should a violent workplace incident occur, can
result in considerable legal expense and costly pay-out. Burgeoning litiga-
tion, along with increasing case law and statutes defining employer respon-
sibility, is necessitating an increased knowledge and sophistication regarding
the legal issues related to workplace violence, and ignorance is no longer an
option—nor is it a defense! As may be gleaned from Part Two, there is no sub-
stitute for legal preparedness and after-the-fact decision making will not be
in the best interest of anyone. Employers have a definite need and very much
desire guidelines to help them better protect themselves legally should a vio-
lent incident or threat of violence occur in their workplace. Human resource
people, corporate managers, and many others responsible for the human ele-
ment in business, need the information contained in this section. The mate-
rial that is included in these chapters is often only available in law libraries
and was not heretofore available in a summary, yet comprehensive format.

Jobs can be categorized on likelihood for violence continuum, some jobs
having a greater potential for violence than others. For example, jobs involv-
ing the military, police, or security work can be considered highly likely to
involve violence. Indeed, violence is a known and expected part of these
jobs, and dealing with violence is an essential training component for them.
Someone not willing or able to deal with violence should not take these jobs.

There are other jobs where violence can reasonably be expected to occur
but is not a part of the job. Certainly some jobs, such as convenience store
clerk, bartender, mental health worker, or prostitute pose a certain risk for
violence, and someone should carefully consider the possibility of a violent
act prior to taking these jobs.

Many jobs fall at the other end of the violence continuum, the so-called
non-violent jobs, where violence is not a known or expected part of the job.
Certainly one does not expect violence to occur in jobs involving most retail
outlets, factories, offices, libraries, churches, or schools.

This book is about violence that occurs on the job, but is not part of the
job, nor is expected to be part of the job. It is about violence that occurs
between co-workers, spouses, customers, clients, or others who violently act
out their emotional needs in the workplace. 

Part Three, “Case Histories of Workplace Violence,” is a compendium
that chronicles over 150 case histories with accompanying analyses and relat-
ed follow-up information taken mainly from journalistic accounts over the
last half of the twentieth century. 

These case histories report with journalistic objectivity the details of the
major and some minor incidents of non-object-focused violence that have
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occurred in the American workplace. Topical coverage of the case histories
is broad and representative. In addition to the standard corporate venues,
case histories include violence occurring in schools, civil disobedience when
it involves the workplace, terrorist activities and hate crimes when they occur
at work, non-work-related relationship issues when they lead to violence at
work, transportation violence, and government work-related violent crimes
including political assassination. Each case history has been formatted
according to (1) Date and Place, (2) Alleged Perpetrator, (3) Motive, (4)
Perpetrator Focus, (5) Perpetrator Goal in Carrying out the Violent Act, (6)
Workplace Choice, (7) Workplace Violence Risk Factors Relating to this
Incident, (8) Background of Perpetrator and this Workplace Situation, (9)
The Crime, (10) Disposition of Perpetrator and Victims, and (11) References. 

Some case histories contain interesting sidebar information related to but
not necessarily associated with a particular case history. For example, the
shooting at Columbine is frequently touted in the media as the deadliest case
of school violence in American history. Not true! The deadliest case occurred
May 18, 1927, when Andre Kehoe, unsuccessful farmer and school board
member, angered by higher taxes, dynamited a grade school in Bath,
Michigan, killing 36 children and two adults (see Columbine High School,
Littleton, CO, 1999). 

Or, the analogy we can draw but haven’t seen before, between the shoot-
ing at Kent State University and the June 4, 1989 shooting at Tiananmen
Square in Beijing, when the Chinese military fired upon and killed universi-
ty students protesting their government (see Kent State University, Kent, OH,
1970). Seemingly without consideration of the analogous behavior at Kent
State less than twenty years earlier, the incident at Tiananmen Square is
often cited in the American press as a glaring example of the lack of human
rights in China.

Or, the victory for gun manufacturers and gun enthusiasts when on
August 6, 2001, the California Supreme Court overturned a California
appeals court ruling that the families of the eight people shot to death at the
Pettit & Martin law firm were entitled to sue the manufacturers of the TEC-
DC9 weapon used in the massacre (see Pettit & Martin, San Francisco, CA,
1993). 

Or, the first product-tampering case to glean national attention, when the
over-the-counter pain medication Tylenol® was laced with cyanide resulting
in the death of seven people. The product had to be recalled, and Johnson &
Johnson sued its liability insurers for the estimated $100 million for the cost
of the recall. In 1986, a federal judge ruled that the company was not enti-
tled to be reimbursed, that extra recall coverage could have been purchased
separately, but Johnson & Johnson decided not to buy it because it was too
expensive (see Over-the-Counter Drug Retail Outlets, Chicago, IL, 1982).

There are dozens of such interesting instances of sidebar material scattered
throughout the case history material. As will be seen from the case histories,
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angry people produce the majority of workplace violence. Happy and con-
tented people do not produce violent crime!

Case histories are categorized and cross-referenced in three appendixes,
useful in their own right. Appendix A contains a chronological list of the case
histories and includes in addition to the date of the crime a listing of the type
of crime, venue, alleged perpetrator and perpetrator disposition, and num-
ber of victims and victim disposition. Appendix B lists the incidences
chronologically by state and Appendix C lists workplace violence incidents
alphabetically by workplace.

After reading this book you should be better able to understand these
crimes and the motivation behind them, better able to put your mind into
the mind-set of the perpetrator, better able to understand the legal issues
involved, and better able to construct effective measures to prevent these
crimes from occurring. After reading this book you may not view your work-
place as safe and secure as you once did.
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Part One

Understanding the Psychology
of Workplace Violence

IRVIN H. PERLINE





In this chapter we will examine concepts perti-
nent to understanding violence. We will see that
violence is not a spontaneous, haphazard occur-
rence but is, with the exception of accidental vio-
lence, both purposive and functional and occurs
for the most part when people become angry
beyond their means to cope. We will see that the
workplace is chosen because the workplace is a
good place to make a statement and that any
crime that can occur outside the workplace can
occur in the workplace. We will also examine
some cost factors associated with workplace vio-
lence and examine a natural selection process that
occurs in the workplace that accounts for both
why an employee is dismissed from the job and
why it is that the dismissed employee is desperate
and so often violent. We conclude the chapter with
a discussion of the indiscriminate aspects of work-
place violence.

DIFFERENTIATING BETWEEN
OBJECT-FOCUSED WORKPLACE
VIOLENCE AND NON-OBJECT-
FOCUSED WORKPLACE VIOLENCE

Workplace violence is violence that occurs in
the workplace or at some other venue when the

violence is related to work. 
Because object-focused and non-object-focused

violent crime both occur in the workplace, they
have traditionally been viewed as a workplace
issue and classified under the rubric of workplace
violence (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1998;
National Institute of Occupational Safety and
Health, 1996). However, while defining violent
crime by the venue makes sense from a certain
point of view, it is not necessarily the best way to
classify workplace crimes. 

The fact of the matter is that object-focused
workplace violence committed during robbery,
theft, and burglary has a very different motivation
and focus than non-object-focused workplace vio-
lence, even though the two types of violent crime
share the same venue. Classifying crime based on
its venue instead of its motivation and focus ob-
scures the real issues responsible for the perpetra-
tion of the crimes and is therefore an obstacle to
developing a reasonable and effective crime pre-
vention strategy. The venue in which the crime is
carried out is probably one of the least significant
aspects of a crime. Classifying violent crime ac-
cording to its venue, while objective and advanta-
geous for statistical analyses, does very little to
help us understand the motivation driving violent
crime, and does not help us to develop preventa-
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When I speak I must be heard, or else why bother!

——Zino Francescatti (1902–1991)
French Violinist


