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It is crucial to remember that these statistics are composed of real people.  
the numbers cannot reflect the pain and trauma of these crimes nor the 
sense of loss felt by the victim’s loved ones.  

this study is dedicated to the survivors of abuse who sought and continued 
employment in order to leave the abuse. 



P E A C E

W

O R K

@

Domestic Violence 
Assaults  

in the Workplace

©Peace At Work 2009    1

620 people  

were physically 

traumatized or 

even killed 

in workplace  

assaults sparked 

by domestic  

violence.

H I G H L I G H T S  O F  F I N D I N G S

Out of 500 Cases…

 Over 40% of the perpetrators did not try to escape capture after the assault. 32% 
attempted or committed suicide and 9% either turned themselves over to the 
authorities or waited for arriving officers without resisting arrest. 

 When the time and place of the assault was known, 20% occurred in the parking 
lot as the abuse victim was arriving for work; the most common situation.  Again, 
when the time was known, 42% of the assaults occurred at the beginning of the 
shift.

 The vast majority of the abusers were male (92%).

• However, 29% of the female perpetrators either hired a hit-man or conspired 
with their boyfriends who committed the actual act (compared to only 4% of 
male perpetrators).

 In 67% of the cases where the abuse victim had obtained a TRO (Trespass 
Restriction Order) against the perpetrator, a firearm was used to commit the 
assault, despite a federal regulation banning gun ownership by the assailant.

 When it was know if the perpetrator had criminal record or not, 61 (36%) had 
prior domestic violence charges or convictions. 

 It was indicated in 12% of the cases that there was either a recent, previous 
incident at the workplace or a direct warning from the abuse victim about the 
potential threat.

 In only 10% of the cases was it identified that the employer took any precautions 

prior to the assault. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Domestic Violence is a widespread but veiled crisis in our society which victimizes 
millions of people every year with the largest impact on women and their children.  
Surveys have indicated that 1 in 5 women will experience violence at the hands of an 
intimate partner at some point of their lives.   

Historically, the awareness of workplace violence has largely focused on the co-
worker or ex-employee “going postal”. While this issue does warrant concern and 
prevention development, the violence that exists in intimate partnerships often spills 
over into the workplace as well.  Known as Type IV Workplace Violence, the issue has 
been demonstrated to be multifarious as the physical violence is not the only aspect 
of the impact.  Job performance, absenteeism, interruptions, stalking and even 
higher health care costs have been proven to lower the bottom line. 

But the gravest concern is the threat of actual violence.  As the greatest risk occurs 
after the victim has left the abusive relationship, one of the easiest places to find 
them is at their workplace.  Ironically, their fear also provides for the greatest chance 
of prevention because the victims often know that they are in danger.  The key is to 
make their employers aware of the peril and to provide them with the resources to 
mitigate the hazard. 

The purpose of this study is to review the factors and circumstances of domestic 
violence assaults that occurred in the workplace in order to help guide the safety 
planning of employers, security personnel, human resources professionals, victim 
advocates and for the victims themselves.
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relevant Statistics of  
Domestic Violence Assaults in the Workplace

Occupational homicides of employees due to Domestic Violence (perpetrator 
identified as “spouse” or “(ex-)boyfriend/girlfriend”.

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007
32 22 34 32 36 22 20 24 30 24 29

US Bureau of Labor Statistics

In North Carolina from 1996 to 1998, 75% of the women killed at work from 
“dispute-related” incidents (non-robbery) were murdered by ex-partners.  
(Killed on the Clock, American Journal of Industrial Medicine 37:629-636 2000)

Nationally, there are an estimated 13,000 acts of violence against women at work 
each year by their partners.  
(Violence and Theft in the Workplace, U.S. DOJ, July, 1994)

An estimate determined that there are 50,000 incidents of domestic violence 
committed in the workplace annually.  
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, Dept of Justice, Domestic Violence survey, as published by 
the Charlotte Observer, April 22, 199)
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M e T H O D O L O G y

research Parameters
The cases for this study were all based on assaults that occurred in the workplace as 
a result of domestic violence.  While intimate partner abuse is a pattern of behavior 
meant to control a victim including economic, emotional and psychological abuse, 
these cases only include incidents where physical violence or the imminent threat 
of injury was involved. It does not include the greater number of harassment and 
stalking incidents that occur at work every day.

Source of cases 
The majority of these cases were obtained through media reports that were found 
online with the use of RSS feeds and keyword searches of news articles.  This 
limited most of the cases to those that were reported online and that were written 
in english.  However, a handful of cases were gleaned from court cases, personal 
accounts and law enforcement reports. 

terminology
Domestic Violence - An intimate relationship where abuse, control or violence is 
present.  While this was most often the case, all acts of violence that occurred in 
the workplace, between intimate partners, were considered in this study. 

Victim – The person who is the target of abuse or violence in the intimate 
relationship. Often by-standers or co-workers were also “victimized” in the assault 
but the term in this report refers only to the targeted person in the relationship.

Abuser – The person who commits, or causes to occur, the violence, most often 
the party who perpetrates the acts of control or violence in the relationship.  
However, the actual assailant in the case may have been hired or conspired with 
the abuser to commit the crime.
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Dating – This refers to any relationship were the victim and abuser were never 
married.  This may include the range of partnerships from casual relations to long 
term, lived-together situations that included children. 

Workplace- The location where the individuals conduct their jobs, most often 
the victim’s, though on rare occasions, the assault occurred at the perpetrator’s 
employment. It may be a single location such as a store or factory floor but often 
includes multiple areas, particularly the parking lot.  In several incidents, the 
crime occurred at the workplace but outside of normal business hours. 

unknown Data
If not known, the data was excluded from the charts. This information was not 
provided in the media reports and could not be verified but indicates an opportunity 
for deeper investigation. 
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R e S U L T S  A N D  D I S C U S S I O N

Impact of the Violence
The domestic violence assaults are 
lethal in the workplace with just 
over half ending in at least one 
homicide, usually the abuse victim. 
The chart on the right does not 
include the suicide of the assailant.

As there were a few hostage 
situations with no deaths or serious 
injuries, most of the reported cases 
involved murder or assault requiring 
medical attention. However, this may 
be the media reporting coverage.  It 
is probable that simple assaults that 
did not require medical attention are 
more common but were not reported.   

In 58% of the cases, the victim of 
the abuse was the sole recipient 
of the violence.  If others, the 
co-worker(s) were a likely target, 
many of whom often tried to rescue 
the victim or stop the perpetrator.  
“Others” most often referred to 
family and friends of the victim who 
were at the scene of the incident.   
In the one of the most heinous of 
these crimes, the abuser would kill their children at the victim’s workplace to cause 
imaginable psychological harm.

on march 29th, 
2009, robert 
Stewart murdered 
7 elderly residents 
and 1 nurse in 
the carthage, nc 
retirement home 
where his wife 
was working. he 
reportedly shot out 
her car windows 
before starting the 
rampage inside the 
facility.  At the time, 
she did not know 
that it was him as 
she reportedly hid in 
a bathroom.
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other Victims

none
(292)

unknown
(68)

Bystanders (3)

clients/customers (4)

co-Workers (38)

multiple (15)

other (25)

Supervisor/
Boss (11)
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Victims
Similar to domestic violence rates in general, the vast majority of abuse victims 
(92%) were female with a male abuser. When the male in the relationship was 
victimized, often an associate of the female committed the violence (see Other 
Assailant chart in Abuser section). Otherwise, there were allegations that the female 
assailant was a long term victim of domestic violence in the relationship.  A very few 
sample of cases involved homosexual relationships.

The majority of the victims were front 
line employees with a small sample of 
victims in management positions. This 
rate reflects the general division of labor 
in the workforce.  

However, in a few cases, the victim 
was the owner of a small business. This 
demonstrates that even with complete 
control over their time schedule or work 
arrangements, the assaults can still occur.  
Small business owners have the additional 
burden of not being able to take sick 
leave or be absent from work which would 
result in their business failing, putting 
them in greater risk with the loss of 
resources.

raina Johnson 
allegedly made 
threatening calls to 
her ex-girlfriend’s 
workplace when 
they broke up in 
early September 
2007. Despite court 
orders for Johnson 
to stay away from 
her ex-partner after 
an earlier assault, 
she shot the victim 
outside a Safeway 
Supermarket in 
Washington, D.c.  
Shot in the neck 
at point blank 
range, the victim is 
paralyzed for life. 

Position of Victim

unknown
(207)

employee
(230)

Supervisor (13) manager/Director (25)
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Assailant information 
In only 17% of cases, was the 
perpetrator’s employment level known, 
however similar to the other rates 
indicating the socio-economic status 
of abuse victims, domestic violence 
is perpetrated across the spectrum of 
professionals and positions. In general the 
perpetrators were not “seasoned criminals” 
but well educated with advanced careers.

27% of the abusers in the study had a 
criminal history or a prior record with 
law enforcement, however 56% of the 
total cases did not indicate if they had 
a brushes with the law or not. This does not include those that had a Trespass 
Restriction Order against them (see Prevention section).   In determining the 

probability and lethality of potential 
threats, obtaining a criminal background 
check of the abuser can be quickly done 
and can provide a wealth of information 
on their tendency towards violence. 

The average of the perpetrator was 34 
with the youngest being 18 years old 
and the oldest being 79 years old at the 
time of the assault.  However, assailants 
younger than 18 may not have been 
identified.

John harrison, a 
former FBI agent, 
was a Vice President 
in the fraud unit of 
a leading insurance 
company in new 
York city.  early 
one morning in 
September of 
2002, he called two 
employees, a man 
and a woman, into 
his office. he used 
two semi-automatic 
handguns to kill 
both of them and 
then committed 
suicide. he allegedly 
had an affair with 
his female employee 
who tried to end the 
relationship. 

Position of Abuser

unknown
(369)

manager/Director (11)

employee
(63)

Supervisor (9)

criminal Background of Abuser

unknown
(280)

Domestic
related

(61)

no
(47)

Yes
(43)

Felonies (15)

misdemeanors (3)

Police
report (11)

R e S U L T S  A N D  D I S C U S S I O N
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Abuser refers to the person who is in the aggressor in the relationship but they may 
not be the actual assailant who commits the violent act. In 6% of the cases, the 
abuser did not commit the assault themselves but hired, persuaded or conspired with 
another to carry out the crime.  In many of these cases, the incident never occurred 
but was prevented in time or the abuser was actually trying to hire an under-cover 
officer. 

In march of 2009, 
Ivan eccles was 
arrested for 
conspiring to have 
his wife murdered 
after taking out 
a $100,000 life 
insurance policy. 
he informed his 
accomplice that she 
worked in a mental 
health facility 
where threats 
were common and 
her murder there 
would not be very 
suspicious.  the 
supposed hit-man, 
a former co-worker 
of eccles, informed 
authorities.

use of hitman/other Assailant

False
(468)

true (32)

In an interesting note, when the female of the relations instigated the 
workplace assault, (29%) hired a hit-man or conspired with their boyfriend 
who perpetrated the attack, compared to the 4% of males.   
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Incident Facts 
A frequent occurrence is when 
the abuser was waiting in the 
parking lot for the victim to arrive 
or leave work.  Victims are more 
vulnerable here as the assailant 
would have more difficulty hiding 
a rifle or shotgun as they entered 
a facility.  In addition, the 
assailant often appeared to be 
waiting for the next opportunity to reach the victim. As they may be in hiding at a 
domestic violence shelter or residing in an otherwise unknown, safe environment, the 
workplace parking lot is the easiest and soonest location to find a victim. 

Another frequent occurrence is when the victim began arguing with the abuser who 
showed up at their work but they then went outside or to the parking lot for privacy.  
This shame and embarrassment often lead victims to hide the abusive situation, 
putting them in an even more dangerous situation. 
 
“Inside” refers to any place within the workplace including the factory floor, office, 
store or lobby when it was not specifically known. “Multiple” locations indicate when 
the assault occurred in numerous places, often starting either inside and then ending 
in the parking lot or when the victim fled inside.

The beginning of the shift is defined as 
being within a ½ hour of the time when the 
shift started.  When the assault occurred 
at the end of the shift, it was just as the 
victim was leaving work or getting into 
their cars. When it was known when the 
assault occurred, 76 (42%) occurred at the 
beginning of the shift.

office

lobby

Plant Floor

multiple

other

Store

unknown

office

outside

Parking lot

lo
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ti
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In
ci
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nt

number of cases

8

14

16

28

38

48

63

79

80

114

Beginning of Shift

During Break/lunch

end of Shift

middle of Shift

After hours - not During Shift

unknown

time in Shift

number of cases

76

15

25

51

17

131

R e S U L T S  A N D  D I S C U S S I O N
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The vast majority of assaults were 
committed by use of firearms 
with handguns being the most 
commonly identified type. Despite 
a USA federal law banning gun 
possession, in cases where the 
victim obtained a TRO (67%), 
the perpetrator used a firearm to 
assault their victim(s). 

 “Other” weapons included lighter 
fluid, poison and stun guns.  An interesting note was the use of non-firearm weapons 
used in cases that occurred in less developed countries. It appeared that in other 
countries where firearms may be more difficult to obtain compared to the USA, the 
use of other types of weapons was more common. 

In June of 2005, in 
Jamaica, michael 
laoe’s wife was 
assaulted at 
the gate of her 
accountant office 
as a man threw acid 
on her, leaving 3rd 
degree burns over 
40% of her body, 
causing her to die 
weeks later. the 
assailant was caught 
by witnesses and 
beaten to death.  
laoe was charged 
with conspiring with 
the assailant. 

Fire

Assault rifle

car

rifle

unknown

multiple

Shotgun

hands

other

knife

Firearm

handgun
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number of cases

1
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8
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13

24

25

27

51

77

120

131
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relationship between victim and abuser 
Most the cases involving 
people that were either 
separated or divorced with the 
parties involved referred to 
as “estranged”.  The couples 
identified as “dating” were 
most often described as “ex-
boyfriend/ex-girlfriend” but as 
it is difficult to objectively identify the status of these relationships, “dating” refers 
to all couples that were romantically involved and/or living together but were never 
legally married.  The few incidents of stalking involved the assailant and victim never 
being in an intimate relationship but the same dynamics of control, obsession and 
intimidation tactics that are present in domestic violence cases, existed in these 
cases.  

In the majority of the cases, the victim 
and perpetrator did not work together 
(64%).  In the cases where they were 
former co-workers, the perpetrator was 
often fired due to their abusive behavior.   
In just 5 cases, the abuse victim had a 
TRO taken out against the perpetrator 
despite the fact that they currently 
worked together. This occurrence can 
cause complications for management, 
if they are even made aware of the 
orders. While not determined in these 
cases, often judges may make certain 
allowances for the abuser to continue employment with the mandate not to make any 
contact with the victim while at work or elsewhere.

Stalking

other

married

Separated/Divorced

Dating

unknown

type of 
relationship

number of cases

14

26

81

165

177

27It was october 2007 
in St. louis, mo when 
Sara Speer arrived 
for work at the food 
factory where her 
estranged husband 
also worked.  As the 
employer remotely 
opened the security 
fence to let her in, 
he then heard two 
shots.  When he went 
outside to investigate, 
he found ernest Speer 
smoking a cigarette 
who claimed that it 
was just back-fire 
from a truck. As her 
body and the weapon 
were later found at 
the workplace, the 
husband was convicted 
of her murder.

Were they co-Workers?

no
(322)

Yes
(48)

Former (13)

unknown
(102)

R e S U L T S  A N D  D I S C U S S I O N
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Prevention efforts 
“Previous incidents” refers to cases 
whereas the abuser had made threats, 
had a confrontation, stalked the victim or 
otherwise caused a disturbance at the place 
of employment prior to the final assault. 
“Warnings by victim” describe cases when 
the abuse victim informed their employer 
about their endangerment. Again, in the 
majority of cases (74%), it was unknown 
if there were any pre-indications that an 
assault may occur at the workplace. 

Rarely was information provided as to what precautions the employer was able to put 
into place before the assault. Law enforcement refers to contacting their local agency 
for advice and support.   “Other” precautions include interventions such as an offer 
to transfer the victim’s position, having additional co-workers with the victim at all 
times or an escort to their car.

The lack of apparent 
prevention efforts may be 
due to the employer not 
aware of the threat or that 
the precautions that were 
taken were not available 
to the journalist making 

the report. However, it may also indicate that when safety measures are used, the 
likelihood of an assault diminishes. 

In July 2008, 
corpus christi, 
tX, norma lopez 
was repeatedly 
confronted and 
threatened by her 
ex-husband at her 
alterations shop.  
Despite having a 
restraining order 
mandating no 
contact, she did not 
report his threats 
or harassment as 
she did not want 
to enrage him, 
reportedly believing 
that “if she was nice 
to him, he would 
stop”.  he murdered 
her at work and then 
attempted to take 
his own life. 

Previous Warning/Incident

Previous 
Incident

(58)

Warning
(40)

contacted le

Increased Security

multiple

other

Protection for Victim

Warn Staff

how Did the
Business Prepare?

number of cases

25

2

2

16

4

2
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When it was known if there was a TRO 
against the perpetrator, the civil order was 
disregarded and the assault still occurred in 
19% of the cases. In 29 (6%) of the cases, 
the abuse victims had previously obtained 
a TRO but it either expired without being 
renewed or they requested that the order to 
be dropped. 

As with Type III of workplace violence 
(co-worker or ex-employee), many of the 
assailants (30%) attempted or committed 
suicide after their rampage.  Frequently, 
they commit the act immediately after killing their victim. A number of cases had 
the assailants flee the scene to later kill themselves back in their homes or on the 
road.  While impossible to verify, it appears in a few of the cases that they intended 

to die in a shoot out with police 
(suicide by cop) as they were 
given the opportunity to surrender 
but compelled the officers to use 
deadly force.

In August of 2004, 
carl Yetman of 
montana killed his 
much younger wife 
as she arrived early 
in the morning at 
a diner where she 
served food.  he 
then drove to the 
county courthouse 
and waited at the 
front steps till they 
opened to turn 
himself over to law 
enforcement. 

R e S U L T S  A N D  D I S C U S S I O N

A victim stated in her restraining order, “I cannot find him but he can find 
me (knows my place of work).”

current tro

Yes
(96)

no
(153)

Attempted

Suicide

Suicide by cop

no

Suicide of
Assailant

number of cases

32

120

8

265
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In 9% of the cases, the abuser actually 
notified the authorities, turned themselves 
in or simply laid down their weapon and 
waited for officers to apprehend them.

even when the assailant fled, it appeared 
that they had no plan to escape or evade 
blame. Rarely was there any attempt to 
hide their appearance or claim innocence.  
Often, the assault occurred in front of others 
who knew who they were and could easily 
identify them. Compared to the number 
of cases where they either attempted/
committed suicide or allowed themselves to be captured, it was the minority of cases 
where the assailant appeared to evade capture.  In many of these cases, the assailant 
typically hired a hitman or had another commit the crime.

turn themselves In

False
(456)

true
(44)
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One of the realizations of this report is the need for further investigation. Many of 
the cases are missing information on various factors that leave large “unknown” 
percentages.  Additional resources and effort can be applied to identify these missing 
details, further outlining the circumstance and factors surrounding domestic violence 
in the workplace.  Additionally, there are undoubtedly cases which were not included.  
A comprehensive, epidemiologically sound study would encompass a more complete 
incident pool. 

The implications of the findings do provide some suggestions for security planning. 
The following is a brief outline of potential learning points from these records.  They 
are not meant to act as advice or consultation for any specific, identified threat or 
hazard. every risk should be properly evaluated by informed and competent personnel 
with the assistance of outside professionals such as law enforcement, security 
consultants and domestic violence advocates.  

lessons…

 As many of the assaults occur at the beginning or end of the shift and in the 
parking lot, extra security such as law enforcement patrol requests could be 
implemented at these times if resources are limited. 

 Reliance on monitoring and detection devices such as extra lighting, CCTV and 
surveillance equipment would not deter most perpetrators aside from providing 
immediate warning, provided that it is actively monitored. It should not be relied 
upon to deter the assault as few evade recognition.

C O N C L U S I O N

When Nathaniel Burris murdered his ex-girlfriend in August of 2009, a 
spokesman stated, “Clearly the cameras are not enough of a deterrent.” 
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 Though fear of being killed or injured may lead supervisors or business owners to 
fire the targeted employee, in the majority of cases, only the abuse victim was 
assaulted. Also, this would discourage other potential victims and co-workers 
from disclosing potential threats due to fear of termination. 

 A criminal background check and for civil TRO’s against a perpetrator may 
determine the likelihood of a potential assault. Past behavior is one of the best 
predictors of future action and may determine the severity of a threat. 

 Trespass Restriction Orders can not be relied upon as a sole means of protection. 
employers should not compel victim employees to obtain one. The fact that a 
TRO bans the abusers from firearm possession should not be considered a safety 
precaution as perpetrators are rarely mandated to relinquish their weapons.
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It is not the purpose of this report to describe how agencies could develop an 
effective prevention and management plan for addressing domestic violence in the 
workplace but the resources listed at the end of the report can provide assistance. 
However, in brief, an employer can help prevent such occurrences by 

 Developing a policy and response program

 Provide support systems and resources for victim employees

 Hold abusers accountable for their behavior

 Train personnel to recognize and respond to warning signs 

 Connect with community agencies combating domestic violence and

 Most importantly, develop a healthy, respectful workplace.

Security measures options:
This list of possibly measures is not meant to a specific or complete guide for 
prevention.  every case requires specific review and determination of protection.

1. Develop response Plan if Abuser Approaches the Workplace:

• Call Law enforcement and/or notify security if available.

• Lock all entrances to the facility.

• Warn the targeted victim(s).

• Notify all necessary personnel, including management and security.

O R GA N I Z AT IO N A L  P R e V e N T IO N
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2. Develop Plan to Secure Workplace:

• Seek advice of an experienced and trained security consultant

• Distribute information regarding the description of the abuser, and their 
vehicle, to security and front desk personnel.

• Request increased patrols from local law enforcement.

• Obtain copy of protective order for security and/or management if available.

• Limit access to building; if feasible, use one entrance.

• Provide buzzer alarms and/or panic buttons.

• Increase security measures, such as fencing, additional lighting and cameras.

3. target hardening of the Victim:

• Safety plan with domestic violence services - 1.800.799.SAFe(7233)

• Change victim’s parking spot to a safer location. Provide different car.

• Security escort for the victim to her/his car. 

• Reassign the victim to a different shift, workspace, or duties.

• Provide emergency cell phones.

• Screen victim’s incoming calls/e-mail address.

• Keep/record abuser’s messages as evidence.

4. more effective measures:

• Hire off-duty law enforcement officers for security.

• Lock all entrances to facility, screening all visitors (ensure easy egress).

• Remove victim from facility to work remotely or allow time off.

• Hire private investigator services to track abuser.
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The following is a list of programs and organizations that provide service and 
information on the prevention and management of domestic violence in the 
workplace.

	Peace@Work
www.peaceatwork.org

 corporate Alliance to end Partner Violence
www.caepv.org 

	Safe at Work coalition
www.safeatworkcoalition.org

	Family Violence Prevention Fund
www.endabuse.org • Follow workplace link under programs

	colorado Bar Association
www.makeityourbusiness.org

	unsafe Woman
www.theunsafewoman.com

	legal momentum
www.legalmomentum.org • Follow the link under Issues for “workplace”

	national Domestic Violence hotline and referral Service
1.800.799.SAFe (7233)

	human resource essential, llc
 www.hressential.com
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