How Do I Know If an Employee is Abusive?

Without question, any threats or acts of domestic abuse in the workplace require an immediate and effective response from management.  However, abusers who victimize their partners may not always display blatantly violent or abusive behavior.  More subtle actions and language may hint to their abusive choices.  The presence of any one of these warning signs does not always mean an individual is abusive, but a combination or ongoing pattern of these behaviors and attitudes may warrant concern.  

The following behaviors MAY be warning signs of abusive behavior:

· A tendency to blame others, particularly the victim, for problems and difficulties

· Denial of existing problems

· Displaying defensive injuries (e.g., scratch marks, bite marks)
· Attempts to gain sympathy by sharing stories about his/her “difficult” partner
· A constant pursuit of power

· A constant pursuit of control
· Ease in manipulating others
· Severe mood swings
· Using knowledge about the law enforcement/justice system to his/her advantage so it appears that he/she is the victim
· Focusing on self rather than others

· Bullying fellow co-workers

· Difficulty with conflict resolution 
· Calling the victim repeatedly while at work

· Partaking in stalking behaviors during work hours
· Arriving late or calling in due to violence toward the victim or for court/jail time
· Possessing rigid thinking, beliefs, expectations and may believe in male supremacy and the stereotypical masculine sex role of dominance in the family.
*  NOTE:  The existence of domestic violence may be undetected or “invisible” due to the abuser’s exemplary job performance or ability to “act the role” while at work.  Some abusers may appear to be charming, socially responsible, and an “ideal” husband or father to the outside world.  Such characteristics may overshadow possible warning signs of abuse.      

Responding to Violence:  What Should I Do if I Suspect 

My Employee is a Perpetrator of Domestic Violence?

There are practical and legal limits as to what an employer can say to an employee who is believed to be abusive.  However, this is your business.  If you observe or receive a report that an employee is making jokes about domestic violence, using work hours to harass a victim by telephone, or using organizational means and resources to stalk a victim, YOU MUST INTERVENE and YOU CAN HELP.  Calling someone on his or her abusive behaviors may be the hardest thing you ever have to do, but you could save someone’s life.  If there is evidence, either through an employee’s actions or language, that he/she may be abusive, it is essential to acknowledge and reinforce the company’s intolerance of abuse in all settings.  The following tips will assist managers and supervisors in addressing suspicions of abuse:

· If the victim is a fellow employee, take immediate steps to ensure the safety of the targeted employee and other employees.
· Do not reinforce the abusive behavior in any way.  Do not agree with any statement that places the blame on the victim or be misled by excuses.  There is no excuse for violence.

· Tell the person that the subject of domestic violence is not funny.  Do not engage in minimizing violence and abuse.  Tell him/her you are uncomfortable when he/she insults or puts down his/her partner.  Turn and walk away from stories or jokes about domestic violence.

· Share your observations.  Offer specific behaviors which you observed and provoked your concern.  Do not report a victim’s complaints to the abuser. 

· In enhancing the safety of personnel and the victim, respect and maintain the confidentiality of the abuser and the victim.   Explain that information will only be released on a need-to-know basis and as required by law. 

· Document unacceptable behavior or job performance problems.  Use organization policies for addressing and disciplining employees who use work time, supplies, equipment, or means to perpetrate domestic violence.  Be clear that your organization does not ignore or condone domestic violence.

· Provide educational materials, local resources, and other information that can help abusive employees in seminars or presentations about domestic violence.

· Refer an abuser to professionals who are knowledgeable in the dynamics of domestic violence and can offer batterers’ intervention or counseling services to abusers. Do not offer to mediate in order to salvage the relationship.  

· Hold an abuser accountable.  If an employee receives a court order for mandatory attendance in a batterer’s intervention program, require his/her participation as criteria for continued future employment with your organization.  Note: Not all treatment programs are effective for every batterer.  Such treatment should not include couples’ counseling or anger management training; intervention focuses on education and accepting responsibility.  An abuser is responsible for choosing to use abuse and only he can make the choice to end it.  

· Point out consequences of using violence and abuse, including personal, legal, financial, and social ramifications.  

· Focus on future steps and actions.  Be clear about the actions the abuser must take and the company’s response if these actions are not completed.  

· Consider the victim’s safety and the safety of those in the workplace.  The primary obligation is to enhance and maintain workplace safety. 

· Do not try to physically intervene; call law enforcement. 
If a colleague tells you that he/she has been violent at home, the following responses can be helpful: 

· “No matter how angry you are at your partner, there are ways to talk about that anger without being violent.”
· “I know you believe she/he started it, but you chose to respond the way you did. No one can make you be violent or abusive.”
·  “It doesn’t have to be this way. You can get help. You can learn to control the way you react. There are other people who have been where you are at and can help.”
·  “I’m concerned. It’s clear that you feel a lot of anger and tension over this. What can we do to make sure nobody gets hurt”?
When confronted, abusers may respond with a number of excuses: 

· “I barely touched her. She bruises easily and exaggerates. I'd never hit a woman.”
· “It takes two to tango. She pushes my buttons and knows what makes me mad.”
· “I can't change until she gets help too.” 
· “Stress pushes me over the top.  When I get angry, I have to let off steam.” 
· “I have a right to approve of what she does-like working or going to school or who her friends are. After all, everything she does affects the kids and me.”
DO NOT ACCEPT EXCUSES AS JUSTIFICATION FOR ABUSIVE BEHAVIOR.
