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ABSTRACT 

VIOLENCE AND AGGRESSION IN THE WORKPLACE-A LIBRARY PROBLEM? 

This study investigates the extent to which violent 

and aggressive behaviour from the public to staff is a 

recognised problem in libraries, and seeks to identify 

measures made available to tackle the problem. Case study 

examples from nine libraries (five academic and four 

public) are given from semi-structured interviews with 

senior librarians. 

The issues surrounding violence in the workplace 

generally are explored, and a structured approach to 

tackling problems is advocated. The issue is is placed in 

its legal context with reference to the Health and Safety 

at Work Act 1974. The concept of customer care and staff 

care as means of reducing the risk of aggression in 

libraries is discussed, and reference is made to the 

'problem patron' debate. 

Results found that public ~ibraries experience a wider 

range of problems and in greater quantity than academic 

libraries. The former are more likely to -tackle the 

:problem systematically and to provide guidelines to staff. 

ISerious incidents involving physical assault are rare, 

however verbal abuse is common and often accepted by staff 

as 'part of the job'. Customer care and interpersonal 

skills training are popular preventive measures in both 

-types of library, as are the provision of 

guards/porters and alarms. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

People who do not use libraries tend to think of 

them as safe, quiet sanctuaries. People who do use 

libraries know better. Chances are good that they 

will have witnessed some incident involving drunk, 

disorderly or disturbed persons in the library. 

And library staff know best of all just how 

unquiet and unsafe libraries can be (1). 

Violent and aggressive behaviour from a proportion of 

people visiting libraries has become an increasing feature 

in recent years. Although the problem of workplace violence 

.is not confined to libraries, libraries and their staff are 

placed in a particular predicament. Libraries are generally 

places which are easily accessible, welcoming and informal, 

in fact the success of the 'service depends on these 

attributes. Unfortunately this accessibility means that 

staff are exposed to the risk of violent and abusive 

behaviour from the same public they seek to encourage. 

The lack of published articles on the subject of 

violence to staff in libraries caused the editorial of The 

Assistant Librarian, October 1988 (2), to ask the question: 

"what is the scale of violence in libraries?" Its. appeal 

for success stories, fears and suggestions failed to 
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achieve the desired response, and the issue of violence in 

libraries still largely remains as 'the profession's 

"skeleton in the closet" (3) today. 

The aim of the study. 

It is the aim of this study to investigate the extent 

to which violence and aggression to staff is a recognised 

problem in libraries, .and to identify what measures are 

made available to tackle the problem. 

Definitions and scope of the study. 

For the purpose of this research, violent and 

aggressive behaviour is defined as any intimidating 

behaviour which is unacceptable in the workplace context. 

This includes verbal abuse and threats through to actual 

physical assault and bodily harm. Sexual harassment is also 

included in the definition. However the project is only 

concerned with aggressive behaviour from the public to 

staff. Violent behaviour between staff members and from 

staff to the public are separate, though related, problems. 

Findings refer to the British experience, and the 

personal research was limited to academic (university and 

polytechnic) and public libraries only. The bulk of the 
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literature concentrates on the public library experience. 

An outline of the study. 

Because of resource and time constraints, this study 

can only offer a 'snapshot' of the current situation. The 

personal research focuses on libraries in the Midlands 

area. A total of nine in depth interviews (five with 

academic libraries and four with public library 

authorities) were completed. Librarians were asked about 

the extent and type of problem behaviour experienced, and 

the provision of guidelines, preventive measures and 

training aimed at tackling the problem, in their libraries. 

An interview schedule and details of the libraries surveyed 

·can be found in Appendix One and Two respectively. 

Chapter Two provides a review of 

literature and practice regarding the issue 

violence generally. The issue is placed 

context in Chapter Three, which highlights 

the current 

of workplace 

in its legal 

briefly the 

responsibilities faced by employers and employees to 

provide a workplace free from the risks of violence. 

Violence in libraries is discussed in Chapter Four with 

particular reference to the 'problem patron' debate. 

Chapter Five highlights how customer care polices may help 

to reduce the risk of violence in libraries, and how staff 

care may improve a staff member's ability to cope with the 
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problem. The research method is presented in Chapter Six 

and the issues raised at the interviews are discussed in 

detail in Chapter Seven. Finally Chapter Eight concludes 

the study and recommends areas for further research. 

To assist in the writing of this thesis, a course run 

by the Association of Assistant Librarians on "Dealing with 

Violence and Aggression" was attended. Details of the 

course and the main points arising from it are given in 

Appendix Three and discussed where relevant in the text. 

REFERENCES 

-(1) ELLIOT, J. IN SHUMAN, B. River Bend revisited: the 

problem patron in the library, 1884, p. xii. 

(2) WILLSON, J. DOWNING, J. & S. PARKER, eds. Editorial. 

Assistant Librarian, 1986, 81(10), 145. 

(3) EASTON, C. Sex and violence in the library- scream a 

_little louder please. American Libraries, 1977, 

8(9), 487. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

VIOLENCE IN THE WORKPLACE - CURRENT THEORY AND PRACTICE 

In recent years there has been growing concern over 

the problems of harassment, aggressive behaviour and 

violence encountered by employees in the course of their 

work. The disappearance of estate agent Suzy Lamplugh in 

1986 (1) and the deaths of three social workers in 1984, 

1985 and 1986 (2), brought the issue of safety at work to 

the forefront. More recently events such as the death of a 

town planner (3) and the attack on a nurse (4) ensure that 

the problem of workplace violence remains a topical debate. 

Trade unions have provided much of the impetus for the 

development of preventive approaches to the issue of 

violence at work, and have played a major role in bringing 

the problem to the attention of-managements, employees and 

the public. In 1981 the Trades' Union Congress (TUC) was 

responsible for holding the first conference on violence to 

staff in the workplace, where a systematic approach to 

tackling the problem was called_for (5). As a result, in 

1983 the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) set up a sub 

committee on violence (6). The committee is responsible 

for commissioning research, setting guidelines and offering 

advice on the issue. It has also encouraged a number of 

representative bodies to consider the problem of violence 
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FIGURE 1. 

STEP BY STEP STRATEGY FOR TACKLING WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

VIOLENCE ALREADY KNOWN 
TO BE A PROBLEM 

PROBLEM NOT 
ESTABLISHED 

• DO YOUR EMPLOYEES INTERACT _____ ..,. 
I WITH THE PUBLIC? • 

YES 

t 
THERE IS A POTENTIAL 

FOR VIOLENCE 

NO 

! 
NO POTENTIAL 
FOR VIOLENCE 

TAKE SOUNDINGS --------,. 

t 
YES 

PROBLEM OF VIOLENCE 
REVEALED 

NEXT STEPS IN PROCESS 

record incidents 

classify violent incidents 

search for preventive measures 

implement a preventive strateqy 

monitor the effect of measures 

NO 

1 
IDENTIFY AND 

MAINTAIN 
GOOD PRACTICE 

Source: POYNER, B. & C. WARNE. Preventing violence to 

staff, 1988, p. 9. 
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to staff in their particular sectors. Consequently the 

Health and Safety Advisory Committee (7), the Association 

of Directors of Social Services (8) and the Library 

Association (9) amongst others have all issued guidelines 

to their members. 

1988 saw the publication of an HSE commissioned report 

Preventing violence to staff (10). The report, written by 

Poyner and Warne, forms one of the major pieces of 

literature on the subject at the present time. The report 

advocates that the problem of workplace violence can, and 

should, be systematically tackled. It recognises that the 

causes of violence in any given context are likely to be 

both complex and unique to that particular setting, and 

. that it is therefore impossible to prescribe standard 

solutions to the problem. Each organisation must consider 

measures that are appropriate to the local situation. A 

major feature of the report is a step by step strategy for 

tackling the problem illustrated in Figure 1 (11). The 

value of this strategy lies in its adaptability to any 

organisation. 

The scale of the problem. 

In 1987 a report by the Health and Safety Advisory 

Committee entitled Violence to staff in the Health 

Services indicated that violence against Health Service 
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staff was more widespread than was previously known. The 

Committee carried out a survey amongst 3,000 Health Workers 

and found that, in the previous twelve months, one in 200 

staff (0.5%) had suffered serious assault requiring medical 

treatment. One in 21 (4.6%) had been threatened with a 

weapon and one in six experienced verbal abuse (12). These 

figures are representative of the health service as a 

whole. As well as detailing the results of the survey, the 

report is useful for its discussion of preventive measures. 

Although aimed primarily towards health care employers, 

much of the information given is relevant to any service 

organisation attempting to deal with the problem of 

workplace violence. 

Research by the Working Group on Violence to Road 

Passenger Transport Staff (13) found that during the period 

1981-1983 inclusive there were nearly 10,000 reported 

assaults on bus staff across Great Britain. This figure is 

likely to be an underestimate of total assaults, bearing in 

mind that not all incidents are reported to management. 

The research presented in Assaults on bus staff and 

measures to prevent such assaults, also highlighted that 

attacks are gradually increasing, both in number and 

seriousness. This report draws together the experiences of 

the bus industry in tackling violence, and is valuable as 

an example of a structured approach towards combating the 

problem. 
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Problems of workplace violence are not restricted to 

the public sector. A survey carried out by Dixons store 

Group revealed that more than 300 branches had experienced 

incidents of serious threats or actual violence (14). A 

study commissioned by the Suzy Lamplugh Trust and carried 

out by The London School of Economics (LSE) entitled The 

risks in going to work surveyed 1,000 people across a 

diversity of occupations. A total of 486 experiences of 

work-related incidents of aggression or violence were 

recorded, (including sexual harassment from colleagues) 

(15). The LSE questionnaire was progressive in that it 

asked about attitudes towards the issue of violence in the 

workplace, and perceptions of risk, as well as actual 

experiences. As a result, the findings are somewhat 

subjective, but offer an interesting insight into the 

issue. 

Who is at risk from workplace violence? 

In the report Preventing violence to staff, Poyner 

(16) refers to over 20 different types of occupations or 

work situations as being "at risk". "Occupations as 

diverse as librarians, bus drivers, teachers, traffic 

wardens, shop assistants, social workers, publicans, 

postal workers, bank staff and estate agents have all been 

identified as being vulnerable to abuse and assaults" (17). 

Any staff who provide a service to the public are at risk 
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from workplace violence. 

Both Hill (18) and Poyner (19) suggest that working 

conditions play a major part in encouraging violence, with 

some situations leaving staff more vulnerable than others. 

Those occupations which involve providing a service where 

clients may be under stress, for example social workers, 

housing officers, nurses and unemployment benefit officers, 

mean staff are at extreme risk. Those working with the 

mentally disturbed, drunk or potentially violent people are 

also vulnerable, for example prison officers and publicans. 

People who work alone, especially if they are carrying out 

enforcement duties as part of their work, are highly 

susceptible to violent attacks from the public. Examples of 

vulnerable occupations in this category 

collectors, traffic wardens, planners 

Employees are also at risk where money is 

potential targets for robbery. 

include 

and park 

handled, 

ticket 

staff. 

being 

Hill's article Protecting employees from attack (20) 

.is largely a summary of both Poyner's work and a survey 

carried out by the Labour Research Department on violence 

to staff, below. It also includes a useful, albeit brief, 

discussion on the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 and 

its implications for ·the issue of workplace violence. 
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In 1987 the Labour Research Department (21) carried 

out a survey of 210 workplaces across a broad cross section 

of occupations. The research attempted to provide 

information about those workplaces which had actually 

experienced abuse or violence, and to provide an assessment 

of what practical steps were being taken to reduce risks. 

The study looked at risk factors by type of workplace. 

Staff working in isolation (43%), inadequate staffing 

levels (33%), inadequate training (20%) and poor security 

(20%) were quoted as the four major factors leaving staff 

vulnerable to violence. (The percentages given above 

highlight the overall findings of the study however each 

different workplace offered different rankings of risk.) 

The Labour Research Department survey provides a useful 

.snapshot into the current situation, and the level of 

progress achieved by organisations in their quest to combat 

the problem. 

Why do people become violent? 

The reason for an assault in the workplace may range 

from an attempt to defraud, rob or intimidate a member of 

staff, to a loss· of control due to emotional stress, 

frustration or anger (22). These feelings may be aggravated 

by alcohol, drugs or mental illness, making behaviour less 

predictable and the trigger of a violent confrontation more 

likely. For further reading on the theories of violent 
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behaviour Breakwell's Facing physical violence (23) is a 

relevant starting point. She discusses the causes of 

violence and aggression in the context of the caring 

professions and offers practical advice on how to manage 

the problem. 

Definitions of violence in the workplace. 

If violence in 

effectively, it· is 

unions develop clear 

the workplace is to be tackled 

essential that employers, staff and 

and shared. definitions of what 

constitutes 'violence' or a 'violent incident'. In her 

article It's part of the job, Painter (24) takes a 

critical, and somewhat sceptical, look at attempts to 

'tackle the problem of workplace violence. She sees the 

major obstacle to the development of a coherent policy for 

solving the problem of violence at work, as one of 

definition (25). The lack of a standard definition of what 

constitutes a violent incident, both within and . between 

occupations, has prohibited thorough research, recording 

and comparison of data. Definition of a violent incident 

is difficult, because because its interpretation is 

dependent on a number of intervening variables, including 

the vulnerability of the parties involved. Violence must 

therefore be defined according to a wide criteria. 
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Painter (26) argues that the meaning assigned to a 

particular incident will depend on the context and culture 

of the service, and the social characteristics. of the 

employee and the assailant. This is also the view taken by 

the Education Services Advisory Committee (ESAC) in its 

report Violence to staff in the education sector. The 

. report acknowledges that people will have different 

perceptions of what behaviour they find threatening or 

offensive, or which causes distress rather than simply 

annoyance (27). ESAC's working definition (taken from the 

Health and Safety Executive's definition) is: 

Any incident in which an 

threatened or assaulted 

employee is abused, 

by a student, pupil or 

member of the public in circumstances arising out 

of the case of his or her employment. (28) 

This definition includes verbal abuse, innuendos and sexual 

or racial harassment. Most importantly, the report 

acknowledges that, even where there has been no physical 

injury, the victim can still suffer considerable stress. 

The Department of Health and Social Security (DHSS) 

Advisory Committee on Violence to Staff defines violence 

for the purpose of its report as: 
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The application of force, 

serious abuse by members of 

out of the course of their 

they are on duty; 

It includes: 

severe threat or 

the public arising 

work whether or not 

Severe verbal abuse or threat where this is 

judged likely to turn into actual violence; 

serious or persistent harassment; threat with a 

weapon; major or minor injury; fatalities. (29) 

According to this definition, the DHSS see verbal abuse as 

.violence only when it is likely to turn into physical 

confrontation. The Trades' Union Congress (TUC), promoting 

the view point of a number of unions including the National 

and Local Government Officers Association (NALGO), 

disagrees with this idea. The TUC is concerned with the 

occurrence of any behaviour which is unacceptable within 

the context of employment. Because swearing and verbal 

abuse can be extremely mentally distressing, the TUC regard 

it as unacceptable behaviour within the workplace. They 

emphasise that all incidents should be treated seriously 

and should be recorded, monitored and prevented where 

possible, alongside incidents of actual physical violence 

(30). 
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A course run by the Department of Extension Studies at 

Loughborough University on tackling violence at work, takes 

an all embracing definition, allowing for individual 

perceptions. Their working definition of violence is: "Any 

behaviour perceived by the victim as being deliberately 

harmful or damaging either psychologically or physically" 

(31). Whilst a victim oriented definition allows for 

different view points, for effective monitoring of the 

problem it is necessary to adhere to a 

which sets clear 

behaviour which is 

minimum guidelines 

unacceptable in 

regardless of individuals' perceptions. 

Violence as part of the job. 

single definition 

on the type of 

the workplace, 

The idea that people's perceptions of what constitutes 

a violent incident is influenced by their vulnerability is 

very important, particularly as'it leads to the issue of 

violence being perceived as an integral and therefore 

unavoidable part of a particular job. 

Within the caring professions particularly, the 

concept of vocational violence exists. This is where staff 

accept that a certain amount of aggression is to be 

expected from those in their care. Management tends to 

reaffirm the idea that dealing with aggression or violence 

is an integral part of the job. As Breakwell in Facing 
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physical violence points out, "it is implied that if you 

want to be a doctor, nurse, social worker teacher etc. you 

have to expect to be faced with aggression or in some cases 

violence" (32). Painter agrees and suggests that: 

The caring nature 'of work in providing many 

public services entails that, as a routine 

requirement, employees are dealing with the 

public in stressful circumstances. It is in this 

sense that many employees regard violence as an 

inevitable part of the job.(33) 

However this acceptance is gradually being challenged by 

management, unions and employees alike. If violence at work 

. cannot be eradicated, it can at least be acknowledged by 

management and steps be taken to prevent it, or prepare 

staff for its occurrence. Anne Greaves from NALGO speaking 

at a Health and Safety Executive (HSE) conference on 

violence to local authority staff, stated that violence is 

an occupational hazard for many workers and should be 

viewed as such by employers. She rejected the suggestion 

that local government employees should put up with. a 

certain level of violence as part of the job: 

It cannot be dismissed as bad luck, incompetence 

or the result of individuals' personalities. 

Neither is it just a law and order issue. (34) 
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The Working Group on Violence to Road Passenger Transport 

staff in its report Assaults on bus staff also concluded 

that "it would not be reasonable to expect the risk of 

violent assault as an inevitable part of daily work. Staff 
, 

have a right to be protected from foreseeable risks to 

their safety" (35). 

Recording and monitoring incidents. 

If the problems of violence in the workplace are to be 

managed and prevented it is essential that procedures exist 

for reporting and recording incidents in sufficient detail, 

enabling a full picture of the situation, and common 

patterns of incidents, to be built up. There is a need to 

,compare both within and between occupations in order to 

assess whether the problem of violence is increasing, is 

worse in some areas than others and whether people's 

perceptions of the problems 'are related to actual risk. 

However, as Painter points out: "violence is a difficult 

concept to approach, not only because people's definition 

of what constitutes a violent incident differs, but because 

this, combined with a lack of reporting and recording 

procedures, has resulted in the lack of empirical evidence 

as to the full extent of the problem" (36). 
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The problems of under reporting. 

In his article How to build a system for managing 

violence, Pugh (37) highlights the widespread under 

reporting of violence and threats in all areas of social 

work practice. Gross urider reporting in this and other 

occupations can be seen to have a number of reasons. 

Firstly, employees often feel they will be thought of as 

inadequate if they report violent incidents. Research 

indicates that teachers, nurses, social workers and other 

public service employees are reluctant to report incidents 

because this will be seen as a .sign of professional 

incompetence (38). A second, related, reason is that of 

vocational violence and the fact that incidents are not 

·reported because they are seen as a regular feature of day 

to day work or as an inevitable part of the job, and 

understandable in the context in which they occur . 

. A third reason for under reporting is the lack of 

management support, which can manifest itself in a variety 

of ways. Often management is removed from where the threat 

of violence takes place and may not even be aware that a 

problem exists unless staff report their concerns. A 

vicious circle develops where management perceive that 

there is no problem of violence because it has not been 

reported by staff, and therefore do not see a need to 

implement a formal reporting procedure or guidelines. Staff 
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who are experiencing violence, however, are often deterred 

from reporting incidents due to lack of guidelines or 

official methods of notification, and the perception that 

management is not taking the issue seriously. It is 

therefore important that employers take the initial step of 

carrying out soundings amongst staff to identify whether a 

true problem does exist, and follow up at regular 

intervals. 

From a survey carried out by the London School of 

Economics and reported in The risks in going to work, out 

of the 152 cases of threatening behaviour reported to the 

survey, only 113 cases were actually reported to 

management. Of the 38 cases which remained unreported, 16 

·people felt that the accident was not serious enough, the 

situation was eventually resolved or that they sympathised 

with the person who threatened them. In five cases the 

people involved took no action because they saw being 

threatened as part of the job and thought they should deal 

with it. In two cases they saw no point in reporting the 

behaviour because no action would be taken (39). 

Reporting procedures for recording incidents of violence. 

The LSE report recommended that each organisation 

should have both a clear code on harassment, and procedures 

for reporting incidents. Twenty five percent of respondents 
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reported that a policy already existed, but a major 

complaint was the lack of formal reporting procedures, or a 

procedure that was difficult to use (40). Lack of 

standardised reporting was a constraint recognised by the 

report on Assaults to bus staff (41). Some bus operators 

have instructions which require staff to report all 

incidents, including those which involve only an argument. 

Others encourage staff to report incidents but do not issue 

any formal instructions, and some leave the matter to the 

discretion of the individual. This problem of lack of 

standardisation is not unique to bus companies but a common 

problem throughout most organisations and impedes the 

monitoring of violence. 

"Monitoring incidents of violence. 

Mere head counting however is not enough. Strategies 

for preventing violence at work, if they are to be 

successful, need to be based on an understanding of the 

characteristics and nature of the violence involved. A 

reporting system will only work if it is part of an overall 

strategy aimed at indentifying a~d preventing the risks of 

violence. Monitoring can reveal important information on 

the pattern of violence in a particular situation and 

policies should be based upon accurate measurement as 

opposed to subjective opinion. 

20 



The search for preventive measures. 

Reports by ESAC (42), DHSS (43) and Association 

Directors of Social Services (ADSS) (44) 

systematic collection of data should enable 

agree 

employers 

of 

that 

to 

identify the factors which give rise to assault. From this, 

the selection of the most suitable prevention strategy may 

be based upon proper analysis of the problems, and full 

consideration be given to the alternatives available. 

Since the nature and characteristics of violence varies 

both within and between employment sectors, different 

working environments will require different solutions. The 

important element of any policy document or strategy is 

that it reflects the needs of each individual workplace. 

In the report Preventing violence to staff, poyner 

details a number of case studies from a variety of 

employment sectors in order to illustrate the importance of 

local design. In the transport industry the introduction 

of protective screens in Cleveland Transit buses was seen 

as a relatively successful strategy for protecting drivers 

from physical assault (45). In contrast however, it was 

thought to be more appropriate to remove protective screens 

in Glasgow's Housing Department (46). By doing so a better 

environment was created, providing a more conducive 

atmosphere for public relations. In turn a greater 

emphasis was placed, on training to help staff deal more 
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effectively with difficult clients. 

When considering reducing risks, it is all too easy to 

jump to one strategy as a potential solution because it is 

cheap, easy or obvious, without a full examination of its 

su~tability to a particular situation. ADSS (47) advocate 

that "managers must structure policies, procedures and back 

up support in such a manner that they are not influenced 

primarily by resource availability but rather by their 

effectiveness." The problems of violence are generally too 

complex for a single approach or solution to be adequate. 

A further problem of relying upon single measures is that 

they rarely attack the root cause of a problem, but how 

easy is this anyway? 

cost of measures. 

Unfortunately many organisations and Local Authorities 

still do not consider that the issue of workplace violence 

justifies a sufficiently high level priority to commit 

staff time and resources to it. The extreme funding 

difficulties faced by' many local authority departments 

means that there is a conflict of resources. The risk of 

violence and issue of staff safety generally takes a low 

priority when set against the provision of a service to the 

community. 
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The cost of preventive measures obviously acts as a 

major prohibitive factor in their introduction. Carrying 

out a number of cost/benefit surveys in order to assess the 

effectiveness of a variety of measures can be time 

consuming and expensive •. As a result, stop gap solutions 

may be introduced to allay· employee and public concern, 

which may later prove ineffective. Diana Lamplugh (48) 

insists that organisations should not be deterred by the 

cost of providing training and safety programmes for staff. 

Although they involve initial expense, they should pay for 

themselves in the long term by reducing stress, improving 

efficiency and improving employer/employee relationships. 

Though unfortunately a high staff turnover does not 

encourage the provision of costly training programmes, 

·thereby creating a vicious circle. 

According to Lamplugh (49) it makes financial sense to 

ensure that the workplace is free of violence for a number 

of reasons. The stress caused by the fear of violence may 

quickly lead to low morale and reduced job satisfaction, 

which in turn manifests itself in a less efficient 

workforce, absenteeism and a high staff turn over, all at a 

cost to the organisation. There may be a reluctance on the 

part of the public to use services at certain times because 

of the fear of attack, thereby causing the organisation to 

lose custom. The image of an organisation can easily be 

damaged by a reputation of violent incidents, ultimately 
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Areas of concern: 

Environmental 

and design 

Physical 

--- -- - -------------------

FIGURE 2. 

THE VIOLENCE DIAMOND 

Organisational 

Psychological 

Source: BOOT, N., T. COX & T. SMITH. Controlling violent 

situations at work: a trainers pack. 
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affecting profits. 

Types of preventive measure: the "violence diamond". 

Boot (50) sees the. successful management of the 

problem of workplace violence as having a multi-factorial 

approach. In order to combat the problem, change may be 

required in some or all of the four main areas represented 

by the violence diamond in Figure 2. The diamond provides 

a conv'enient framework within which the various preventive 

measures available to an organisation may be classified. 

The relative lengths of the diamond's sides will represent 

their potential importance for a particular organisation. 

Psychological. 

Psychological measures include customer relations 

training, for example customer care and inter-personal 

skills training, in order to anticipate,· control and 

survive a violent encounter. This type of training is very 

appropriate for organisations which provide a service to 

the public, and where the success of an interaction 

between the public and staff is very important. (The role 

of customer care and inter-personal skills training in the 

prevention of violence in libraries, is discussed in detail 

in Chapter Five). 
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Physical. 

This covers training for staff in a wide range of 

physical skills designed to deal with violence, for example 

self-defence and breakaway techniques. The former is 

generally not considered· appropriate for a service 

industry. The latter may be useful for occupations where 

there is a high risk of contact with violent clients, for 

example social workers, by advising members of staff on how 

to release themselves from aggressors. 

Organisational. 

A major area with much potential for change is that of 

·the organisation and its culture. The multi-factorial 

approach to tackling violence requires that, whilst it is 

still important for staff to learn skills in the prevention 

and management of violence; organisations must also 

consider their work structure and practices. Improvements 

can be made to reduce risks to staff in a variety of ways. 

The modification of work practices has a major role to 

play in the reduction of risks. Examples include: the 

increase in staffing levels to avoid staff working in 

isolation; the elimination of transactions involving money; 

improved internal communication between staff and 

management; improved external communication between the 
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organisation and its customers. Any modification to the 

work process which results in the reduction in queues and 

the improvement in services is important. The development 

of guidelines, reporting procedures and monitoring systems, 

as part of an overall attempt to tackle the problems of 

workplace violence, also fall into this organisational 

category. 

Environmental and design. 

The design and physical layout of a workplace plays a 

considerable part in increasing or. decreasing the risk of 

violence towards staff, particularly in the way that 

working conditions affect the attitudes of both the staff 

·and the public. For example individuals who are in 

unfamiliar surroundings are likely to be under stress. 

Boredom is also a major stress factor, reducing an 

individual's tolerance level. The redesign of room 

layouts, making waiting areas comfortable and less formal, 

may lessen the risk of triggering a frustrated, aggressive 

response from a customer. 

Further examples of environmental measures include the 

provision of alarms and security systems, and the 

employment of security guards. Solutions which involve the 

separation of employees from the public (for example by the 

use of screens) are relevant in certain situations. 
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Alternatively working conditions can be modified to make 

them more conducive to staff/public relations. 

The role of guidelines. 

Guidelines have 

strategy to combat 

a major part to play in the overall 

workplace violence. At a minimum, 

define what is unacceptable behaviour 

They should also include the 

guidelines 

from the 

should 

public. 

organisation's working definition of violence where one is 

available. Guidelines provide an opportunity for 

introducing an organisation's reporting and monitoring 

procedure to staff, and for giving advice on the handling 

of incidents for example. The ADSS (51) promote the idea 

. that employees are more likely to experience greater 

security and respond more positively to situations if they 

themselves know and understand the organisation's policy on 

the subject. However, if they are to achieve their full 

value, guidelines should meet the special requirements of 

the individual workplace, and be monitored for their 

effectiveness over time. 

The role of training. 

ESAC. (52) see training as playing an important role in 

an overall strategy to combat violence in the workplace. 

This may be achieved by helping to increase confidence 
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levels, by generating an awareness of potential hazards and 

providing staff with the skills to cope with incidents. 

Training also provides a forum for sharing experiences and 

initiating discussions on the issue of workplace violence, 

allowing staff to voice their concerns. The major point 

that comes over from the-literature is that training must 

be part of an overall planned approach. To implement a 

course without first investigating the particular needs of 

a situation could easily lead to an irrelevant programme 

and an expensive waste of money. Also of concern is the 

fact that an irrelevant programme could leave staff with a 

false sense of security. 

Training, if it is to be effective, needs to be 

-refreshed at regular intervals and in the light of changing 

needs. The necessary skills cannot be learnt from one 

isolated lecture or workshop, but need to be transferred 

into the workplace context via feedback, discussions and 

follow up sessions. However training provision can be 

extremely expensive and management must be both willing and 

able to meet this cost. NALGO (53) promote that, as a 

minimum, training should include discussions on the factors 

leading to violence, alongside providing a framework for 

informing staff about procedures implemented by management. 

The union also acknowledge that, where dealing with 

potentially violent people is a major factor within an 

occupation, more specific training may be required. 
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According to Boot (54) "the importance of prevention 

based upon anticipation and good preparation cannot be over 

stated." ,But how well can training pre~are staff to cope 

with violence? During the course of his work as a 

probation officer, Duncan Heining was attacked by a client. 

Heining (55) poses serious doubts as to whether or not his 

confrontation, and others, could have been prevented by the 

type of solutions proposed in the literature. After seven 

years as a probation officer, Heining regarded himself as 

adequately trained to deal with, and prevent, an incident, 

but this was not the case. He was also concerned that 

reaching for a panic button may well precipitate a physical 

assault iri many cases. By undertaking trai'ning, staff are 

made to feel that they should be able to recognise or 

,diffuse situations. An onus is therefore placed on staff 

to spot warning signs. If, however, the confrontation 

becomes violent, the feelings of guilt and profeSSional 

incompetence experienced by a member of staff because they 

failed to prevent the attack, are likely to be exacerbated. 

Training for management. 

There are mixed views over who should undergo training 

courses. Some organisations restrict training to 

management level and therefore front-line staff, who are 

often the first to experience violent or aggressive 

behaviour, miss out on important practical advice. It is 
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necessary for training to reach all levels, howeve~ it may 

be appropriate for management to take part in different 

training to that of their staff. The DHSS (55) give 

priority to the training needs of managers in order that 

they are able to appreciate fully the risks faced by, and 

the needs of, their staff. There is the problem that, as 

many do not face a personal risk of violence, they may not 

be dealing with the problem appropriately. Management also 

needs to be aware of the legal consequences surrounding 

violence in the workplace, and their own responsibilities 

under the HSW Act. Training in counselling skills may also 

be useful for many managers who are expected to provide 

post incident support. 

Self-defence training. 

Brown (56) sums up a commonly expressed view about 

self-defence training when discussed as a measure against 

workplace violence. Although it may be useful for making 

people feel confident, which in turn may help an individual 

to react more positively to a situation, self-defence 

skills soon become rusty unless regularly used. The DHSS 

report Violence to staff in the Health Service is against 

the use of self-defence training for the work environment: 

Although the boost of confidence is important, 

we are of the view that elementary self-defence 
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techniques 

real life 

have little practical value in a 

incident and may cause harm to the 

assailant or expose the victim to more serious 

injury. (57) 

This type of defence mechanism is not appropriate in 

many work situations as it is not fully acceptable for a 

member of staff to use violence against a member of the 

; public. There is also the legal problem of distinguishing 

between self-defence and assault. Courses fail to reflect 

real life situations where surprise is often the major 

problem. Sue Gorbing(58) who runs courses on dealing with 

aggression for Birmingham City Council's Womens' Unit 

advocates the view that "dealing with aggression is not 

'just a question of self-defence. It is a question of being 

in control." It can therefore be argued that self awareness 

classes are more appropriate in the service context. 

The monitoring of preventive strategies. 

All to often in an organisation, after the initial 

furore over the issue of violence has died down, the 

enthusiasm over initiatives wanes. At the extreme, staff 

stop reporting incidents, data analysis ceases and promises 

made by management fail to materialise. Often measures that 

are implemented, are not regularly re-evaluated in order to 

assess their effectiveness in the changing circumstances. 
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This invariably happens because management assumes that any 

selected measures are automatically appropriate to the 

organisation. Therefore monitoring is not perceived as a 

worthwhile exercise. 

Poyner (59) advocates that the careful monitoring of a 

situation not only allows the effects of a strategy to be 

assessed, it also ensures that any remaining problem, or 

change in the nature of the problem, can be identified and 

policies adapted accordingly. Effective monitoring can be a 

valuable method of staff reassurance, as it promotes the 

fact that management is still concerned about the issue of 

staff safety. By showing that measures are still 

'effective, staff morale may also be increased. 

Support structures and counselling. 

Often the main focus of organisational activity is 

directed towards the prevention of assault with little 

attention paid to helping in the aftermath (60). Victims of 

assault may. experience psychosomatic stress, loss of 

confidence, feelings of guilt and fears of professional 

inadequacy. Painter (61) advocates that sensitive 

debriefing by management after an incident can draw staff 

together and the literature in general calls for a greater 

awareness of the effects of incidents on staff. 
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Summary. 

The reporting of all incidents is vital if a true 

picture of their nature and frequency is to be built up. 

Therefore as well as establishing systems which enable the 

reporting and recording of incidents, management must also 

address the reasons why staff are reluctant to report 

events. Workers must be encouraged to report all 

occurrences of violence or abusive behaviour, irrespective 

of their perceived seriousness, and be given the confidence 

that employers will deal with the issue seriously, without 

it being seen as a measure of the employee's ability to do 

the job. Preventive measures to tackle workplace violence 

should be based on a clear understanding of the nature of 

'risks involved, and the needs of the organisation and its 

staff. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

VIOLENCE AT WORK - THE LEGAL RESPONSIBILITY OF THE EMPLOYER 

THE HEALTH AND SAFETY AT WORK ACT 1974. 

The issue of violence to staff. must be examined 

against the legal background of the Health and Safety at 

Work Act 1974 (HSW Act). Under the Act employers have a 

"personal" legal duty to take reasonable care for the 

health, safety and welfare of their employees in all 

circumstances arising out of the course of their 

employment. The niost relevant section of the Act to the 

issue of workplace violence is Section 2. Although there is 

no actual mention of the word "violence" in the Act, this 

statutory duty extends to protecting staff from assault 

where relevant. 

Section 2 of The Health and Safety at Work Act 1974. 

2.-(1) It shall be the duty of every employer 

to ensure, so far as is reasonably practicable, 

the health, safety and welfare at work of his 

employees. 

(2) without prejudice to the generalities of an 

employer's duty under the preceding' subsection, 

the matters to which that duty extends include 
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in particular-

(a) the provision and maintenance of plant and 

systems of work that are, so far as is 

reasonably practicable, safe and without risks 

to health; 

(b) arrangements for ensuring, so far as is 

reasonably practicable, safety and absence of 

risk to health in connection with the use, 

handling, storage and transport of articles 

and substances; 

(c) the provision of such information, 

instruction,training and supervision as is 

necessary to ensure, so far as is reasonably 

practicable, the health and safety at work of 

his employees; 

(d) so far as is reasonably practicable as 

regards any place of work under the 

employer's control, the maintenance of it in 

a condition that is safe and without risks 

to health and the provision and maintenance 

of means of access to and egress from it 

that are safe and without risk; 
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(e) the provision and maintenance of a 

working environment for his employees that 

is, so far as is reasonably practicable, 

safe, without risks to health, and adequate 

as regards facilities and arrangements for 

their welfare at work.(l) 

In common law as stated above, the duty of reasonable 

care is a personal duty owed by an employer to an employee. 

This ensures that the responsibility for health and safety 

cannot be delegated. An employer cannot avoid liability 

for injury caused by a breach of duty on the basis that the 

responsibility for the matter in question was passed on to 

others (2). 

Violence as an inherent risk of a job. 

An employer's duty is not excluded on the basis that a 

particular occupation carries with it inherent dangers, or 

is more dangerous to a particular employee because of 

individual circumstances (3). This is an important point 

when discussing the issue of violence at work, as it 

justifies protection for employees in high risk 

occupations, and provides positive support to the concept 

that violence should not be accepted as an inevitable part 

of the job. Even when an employee has chosen a post knowing 

that it is subject to certain hazards, including the 
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possibility of violence, it is still the responsibility. of 

the employer to provide safe working systems and training 

for example. 

Assessment of risks. 

All circumstances relevant to a particular employee 

must be taken into consideration when assessing risks. 

These must include any particular susceptibilities of an 

employee, together with his/her skills, experience and 

knowledge (4). This clause guards against sending 

inexperienced employees (for example in the social work 

field) into areas of high risk. Or for example, against 

placing potentially violent mental patients in homes not 

adequately equipped, or with staff not adequately trained, 

to deal with them. 

In connection with Section 2(2e) It is the 

responsibility of the employer to be aware of obvious risks 

against staff in the workplace. An employer must be 

regarded as negligent if reasonable steps are not taken to 

eliminate 

Complaints 

reasonably 

from staff 

foreseeable dangers' to 

highlighting dangers 

employees. 

are not 

necessary when the risk is an obvious one of which the 

employer ought to be aware (5). However a responsibility 

is plac~d upon employees to alert management to any dangers 

and concerns about which management would otherwise be 
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unaware. Employers are required to respond promptly to· an 

employee's concern, and must investigate all legitimate 

complaints. 

Once a danger has been perceived it must be shown that 

an employer has exercised reasonable care in a situation 

where violence is a risk, to minimise that risk. For 

example, under Section 2(2c) an employer is obliged to 

provide information, instruction and training for employees 

so that they might be more able to deal with violent 

incidents should they occur. Other preventive methods 

include the installation of panic alarms, surveillance 

cameras or protective screens. 

An employer must therefore take positive steps to 

ensure the safety of his employees in the light of the 

knowledge which he ought to have. This will be affected by 

a number of factors in particular the state of technical, 

scientific or statistical knowledge generally available 

within the employers occupation at the time of the 

incident. Where there is a developing knowledge an 

employer is required to keep abreast of new developments. 

Employers are also required to be aware of the growing body 

of advisory material available to employers produced both 

by specific industries and the HSE (6). Because a number of 

guidelines are now available on how to tackle the issue 

of workplace violence, employers no longer have lack of 
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information as an excuse for not taking measures. 

Unfortunately it is the qualifying phrase as far as it 

is reasonably practical that renders the HSW Act relatively 

impotent when dealing with the issue of workplace violence. 

Each case must be discussed on its unique circumstances. 

Whilst it may be technically feasible to take certain steps 

to reduce risks, it may not be reasonable to expect an 

employer to undertake them. It is possible for employers to 

invoke the phrase "as far as it is reasonably practical" to 

avoid liability. This is achieved by arguing that the costs 

of improvement to ·the working environment, and the provision 

of training, ·far outweigh the risks of violence at work. 

Painter (7) sees the Courts as having a strong tendency to 

give the cost or practicability of taking precautions, a 

higher weighting than the perception of risk. Therefore it 

is very difficult for an employee to prove a breach of the 

duty of "reasonable care" on the part of the employer. 

Verbal and physical abuse. 

Of relevance to the issue of violence in the workplace 

is the emphasis in Section 2 to the health, safety and 

welfare of employees, not just to physical safety. An 

employer is required to consider, not only the threat of 

actual physical injury, but also the potential effects on 
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an employee's physical and mental health if subject to 

continuous verbal abuse for example. This ensures that the 

issue of verbal threats and abuse, which can be extremely 

distressing to victims, is taken seriously and that risks 

are minimised by employers. 

The role of employees. 

The Health and Safety at Work Act states that: 

(7) It shall be the duty of every employee while 

at work-

(a) to take· reasonable care for the health 

and safety of himself and of other persons who 

may be affected by his acts or omissions at 

work;' and 

(b) as regards any duty or requirement 

imposed on his employer or any other person by 

or under any of the relevant statutory 

provisions, to co-operate with him so far 

as it is necessary to enable that duty of 

requirement to be performed 

with. (8) 
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Under Section 7(a) above, the HSW Act places a duty on 

employees to take reasonable care for the health and safety 

of themselves and others. Employees are required to 

co-operate with employers in carrying out their statutory 

responsibilities for health and safety. This places an 

onus on employees to report all incidents of violence and 

abuse, and to keep colleagues informed about troublesome 

clients for example. Sharing information and observing 

agreed procedures are vital if the problems of violence at 

work are to be tackled. Employees must also familiarise 

themselves with any policies, procedures and instructions 

devised by employers and are expected to participate in any 

training which is made available to them. 

The provision of policy statements. 

2(3) Except in such cases as may be prescribed, it 

shall be the duty of every. employer to prepare 

and as often as may be appropriate revise a 

written statement of his general policy with 

respect to health and safety at work· of his 

employees and the organisation and arrangements 

for the time being in force for carrying out that 

policy, and to bring the statement and any 

revision of it to the notice of all of his 

employees. (9) 
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2(6) It shall be the duty of every employer to 

consult any such representatives [as required by 

Section 41 with a view to the making and 

maintenance of arrangements which will enable him 

and his employees to co-operate effectively in 

promoting and developing measures to ensure the 

health and safety at work of the employees, and in 

checking the effectiveness of such measures. (10) 

Under Section2(3) the HSW Act requires every employer 

to prepare a written statement of general policy with 

respect to the health and safety at work of his/her 

employees. However as well as having a general statement it 

may be appropriate to have a specific policy dealing with 

the problems of workplace violence where circumstances 

warrant it. The Act also requires employers to record all 

accidents at work. Whilst this may ensure that incidents of 

violence involving physical injury are recorded, those 

involving verbal abuse do not have to be notified under 

this procedure. By keeping records of violent incidents as 

part of general accident recording, emphasis is usually 

placed on the injury sustained or resulting absence from 

work as opposed to the circumstances surrounding the 

incident. Both these factors impede the ability to monitor 

the problem of violent incidences. 
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Compensation. 

Employees who have been victims of violence have a 

number of channels of redress. Victims can apply to the 

Criminal Injuries Compensation Board (CICB); Compensation 

is assessed on the basis of common law damages. The 

applicant must satisfy the board that the injury suffered 

was a direct result of a crime of violence and that the 

victim was in no way responsible for the incident (11). 

Fortunately for the issue of work related violence, the 

Board recognises common assault in which no actual physical 

harm is inflicted," as a basis for compensation. The CICB 

states that "Personal injury includes shock directly 

attributable to a crime of violence or to a threat of 

violence" (12). 

In order to claim for compensation, the scheme 

requires that an applicant has taken all reasonable steps 

to inform the police promptly of the circumstances of the 

injury and to co-operate fully with them in bringing the 

offender to justice (13). Therefore to enable these 

requirements to be met it is important" that rigorous 

procedures exist within the employment setting, for the 

reporting of incidents of work related violence. 

Victims, or threatened victims of assault who feel 

that they can no longer work with the fear of violence, and 
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that their em~loyer has not taken adequate steps to secure 

their safety, could resign and bring an action for 

constructive dismissal before a tribunal (14). To show that 

he/she has been dismissed constructively, an employee must 

prove that he/she was forced to leave' by a breach of 

contract of employment. This remedy is generally seen as a 

last resort because it entails the employee relinquishing 

his/her post. The employer is required to show that all the 

necessary precautions, reasonably practical under the 

circumstances, were'provided. 

If an employer is negligent by failing to provide 

reasonable protection, an employee who is injured or 

experiences violence at work may bring a civil claim for 

damages in tort. However he/she is up against the 

difficult, lengthy and expensive process of trying to prove 

negligence. This process is frequently hampered by the 

qualifying phrase reasonably practicable. Much emphasis is 

placed upon the unique circumstances of a case, making it 

difficult to predict the likely success or failure of a 

case taken up against an employer (either for damages or 

constructive dismissal). 

Alternatively a victim of violence at work is entitled 

to pursue an action in tort in the civil courts against the 

assailant on the basis of an intentional assault. However 

in practice this often proves difficult. The assailant may 
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not possess the resources required 

awarded for example. In conclusion, 

cost, complexity and delay hamper 

compensation. 

REFERENCES 

to pay any damages 

general problems of 

all attempts to claim 

(1) JACKSON, J. Health and safety- the new law, 1975, 

p. 60. 

(2) SELWYN, N. Law of health and safety at work, 1982, 

p. 251. 

(3) INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS SERVICE (IRS). Violence against 

employees 1: employers' duties. Industrial Relations 

Legal Information Bulletin 393, 1990, 23 January, 6. 

(4) SELWYN, ref. 2, p. 252. 

( 5 ) IRS ., re f. 3, p; 3. 

( 6 ) Ibi d., p. 3. 

(7) PAINTER, K. "It's part of the job": violence at work.

Employer Relations, 1987, 9(5), 37. 

52 



(8) JACKSON, ref. 1, p. 61. 

(9) Ibid., p. 60. 

(10) Ibid., p. 60. 

(11) HILL, C. Protecting employees from attack. Personnel 

Management, 1988, February, 39. 

(12) IRS. Violence to employees 2: crime, compensation and 

practice. Industrial Relations Legal Information 

Bulletin 395, 1990, 20 February,S. 

(13) HILL, ref. 11, p. 39. 

(14) PAINTER, ref. 7, p. 37. 

53 



I 

CHAPTER FOUR 

VIOLENCE IN LIBRARIES - BACKGROUND 

The lack of professional literature. 

In her pioneering article Sex and violence in the 

library- scream a little louder please, Easton bemoans the 

lack 6f literature regarding the subject of violence to 

staff. She states that: 

The subject of the problem patron has been the 

profession's skeleton in the closet. Library 

literature" contains so few references" to it that a 

bibliography scarcely deserves the name. (1) 

Unfortunately the situation has seen little improvement 

over the past fourteen years since the article's 

publication, and Easton's classic work remains one of a 

minority to address the issue. Much of what literature is 

available, related to the subject of violence in libraries, 

originates from America and is concerned with the problem 

patron issue. Because of societal differences between the 

two countries these works have only limited relevance to 

the British situation. However a number of issues worth 

highlighting, are raised. 

The term 'problem patron' is used to describe a person 
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exhibiting anti-social or disruptive behaviour in the 

library. This behaviour may include physical violence, 

intimidation, sexual harassment, verbal abuse and even 

persistent talking to a member of staff which prevents them 

from carrying out their work. 

The personality of librarians. 

Much of the American literature takes an 

stance by arguing that librarians are 

interesting 

particularly 

sensitive to problem situations because they possess what 

Downing (2) sees as a "general non-confrontive nature". 

Elliot (3) also advocates that librarians, both by their 

nature and coupled with a _lack of training, tend to be· 

_unprepared to cope with problem incidents despite being 

thrust into difficult situations daily. These articles 

appear to take a stereotyped view of librarians and fail to 

acknowledge whether their opinions are based on proper 

research into personality profiles of librarians. 

Grotophorst (4) fears that amongst librarians there is 

a "perceived notion that placing restrictions on the 

behaviour of individual users somehow signals a departure 

from the traditional philosophy of encouraging library 

use." Grof acknowledges this dilemma and his article 

dicusses in detail the psychology of librarians in relation 

to the problem patron issue. He sees that: 
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The main hurdle to clear 

librarians is to regard 

with a problem patron as a 

in the minds of most 

the act of interference 

positive rather than a 

negative one. In admonishing, warning, or even 

taking the necessary steps to remove a 

troublesome patron,' the emphasis is not on 

curtailing the "rights" of a single individual 

but on guaranteeing the rights of all other 

patrons. (5) 

Easton also identifies a conflict with the customer care 

approach, and fears that because librarians are trained to 

be helpful, caring, tolerant public servants they are 

natural targets for abuse (6). 

The social role of the library. 

The [British] National Conference on Library 

Security, March 1991 raised the issue of staff safety in 

library buildings.. It concluded that training on how to 

deal with pressures which are faced daily by library staff 

is essential. These pressures were identified as: the 

library being used as a sounding place for general 

complaints about the council; gangs of disruptive and 

intimidating youths; the library as a place of refuge for 

vagrants (7). 
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The latter problem of the library being used as a 

place of refuge is a particularly controversial issue. Is 

it the library's place to act as a welfare point for bored, 

lonely and often emotionally unstable people or should 

these needs be met elsewhere in the community? Anderson 

(8) argues that whilst public libraries are public 

facilities and therefore open to all, it is unfair to place 

such a responsibility onto library staff who are not 

trained social workers. Anderson's work perceptively 

explores the librarian's dilemma when faced with the good 

natured but annoying and often intimidating problem user. 

Often the presence of these people creates frustration and 

stress for the librarian, especially if the member of staff 

feels threatened. Problems are exacerbated by the 

:librarian's feelings of inadequacy. Often he/she wants to 

help the person but feels self-conscious and vulnerable 

when doing so. 

As Easton (9) points out, even when actual attack is 

rare often the major fear is that of the unknown. The new 

care in the community policies may mean an even greater 

responsibility is placed on libraries to provide this 

caring environment. There is a need for active liaison with 

mental health and social welfare agencies. who can offer 

advice and training if this is to be the case. 
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Surveys on violence in libraries. 

A number of general surveys on the problems of 

workplace violence have included libraries as part of their 

sample. The most notewothy of which is the Labour Research 

Department Survey. The study looked at eleven libraries as 

part of a survey investigating experiences of violence 

covering a total of 210 workplaces. Despite such a small 

sample its findings are interesting. All eleven libraries 

reported incidents of abuse/harassment and six reported 

actual physical violence causing injury (10). The main 

factors cited as leaving staff vulnerable to the risk of 

violence were: staff working in isolation; inadequate 

training; lack of security and inadequate staffing levels 

( 11 ) • 

Of the eleven libraries surveyed, five had installed 

alarm/panic buttons, and five had issued guidelines to 

staff on how to handle violent incidents. Three libraries 

felt the need to increase security at entry points to 

prevent the entry of unwelcome customers but suprisingly 

only two libraries provided any training on the handling of 

violence (12). Unfortunately the results only provide 

general figures and do not make it clear which library 

provided which preventive measures. 

A survey carried out jointly by the Municipal Journal 
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and the London School of Economics and Political Science, 

researched experiences of workplace violence across the 514 

councils in Great Britain. The survey revealed 

"unexpectedly" that County Councils rated libraries and 

education equally at risk from violence, second only to 

community charge, social services and housing departments 

(13) • 

In 1984 the Centre for Library and Information 

Management (CLAIM) conducted a survey on crime and 

disruption in British libraries and is the most extensive 

survey to date to research the issue of violence in 

libraries (14). Three hundred libraries were surveyed, 

though unfortunately by concentrating on larger cities and 

.towns, the sample was not completely representative. 

Emphasis in the research was also placed on investigating 

crimes to library property though it did ask about assaults 

on staff. 

Assaults against staff were found to occur in one out 

of every seven libraries, with 5% of those experiencing two 

or more incidents (15). The figures given are likely to 

be an underestimation of total incidents given the problems 

of under reporting to both management and the survey. 

Interestingly the survey also highlighted that, despite 

verbal abuse not being the most dangerous or costly of 

offences that can occur in the library situation, it is 
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perceived to be amongst the most disruptive and unsettling 

to staff (16). 

Policies, guidelines and training. 

Grof (17), Grotoaphorst (18) and Downing (19) have all 

observed a particular problem which tends to occur when the 

issue of violence in libraries is raised. All too easily 

the discussions become anecdotal, and the swapping of 

stories takes over, preventing effective discussions and 

the formulation of policies. They feel that the problem 

patron issue is not taken seriously enough by both 

management and staff, and suggest that librarians should 

speak out more rather than accepting incidents as part of 

·the job. The need for training, both in the workplace and 

at library school, on dealing with the problem of violent 

and aggressive users was emphasised in all the above 

articles. 

Morris (20) concluded that "librarians are in a 

professional void in the absence of information on how to 

handle the problem patron". However, in The library 

disaster preparedness handbook (21) he attempts to remedy 

this situation. A detailed list, suggesting ways of 

dealing with various types of problem incidents is given. 

They take a common-sense approach and should prove a useful 

reference for anyone considering writing guidelines for 
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staff. 

The Library Association (22) has issued guidelines on 

preventing unacceptable behaviour in libraries but these 

can best be described as brief. Following Poyner's step by 

step strategy (given in Chapter Two, Figure 1.), they 

highlight the main points surrounding the issue and offer 

practical advice adaptable to local situations. However it 

is felt that such a serious problem deserves more than a 

four page booklet devoted to its prevention. 

Lincoln and Lincoln in Library crime and security: an 

international perspective.' (23) highlight the major risk 

factors which make the ,library workplace particularly 

'vulnerable to violence. They offer a useful discussion on 

security measures, though the emphasis is on the prevention 

of theft as opposed to violence. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

VIOLENCE IN LIBRARIES - THE ROLE OF CUSTOMER CARE 

AND STAFF CARE 

CUSTOMER CARE 

From personal research the most widely used types of 

training of relevance to the issue of violence in libraries 

are those of customer care and interpersonal skills 

training (IPS). Levy and Usherwood (1) have also 

identified a growing awareness in recent years about the 

importance of high level IPS in ensuring the success of the 

library service, and the trend towards customer oriented 

service philosophies. The nature of library service 

provision dictates that it is vital that interactions 

between staff and users work positively all of the time. It 

is the aim of customer care and" IPS training to achieve 

this. 

Customer care is not just about the training of 

front-line staff to promote a "have a nice day" approach. 

Hinks (2) defines customer care as a philosophy which 

involves putting the customer first in the planning and 

delivery of services: 
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[The] customer care approach includes talking 

to customers, explaining problems of finite 

resources and other constraints on service 

delivery •.• as well as 

needs and wants ..• and 

towards these. (3) 

listening 

planning 

to 

the 

customers 

service 

How can customer care help in the issue of workplace 

violence? - A user-friendly library. 

Customer care means making the library attractive and 

easy to use. People can become aggressive when they feel 

frustrated or worried. If people feel unsure of what is 

expected of them when using the library, or are intimidated 

.by the formalities involved, they are more likely to 

interact negatively. Because of this underlying feeling of 

stress a' confrontation can easily be triggered between a 

defensive customer and member of staff. It is therefore 

important to make the library as welcoming and user 

friendly as possible in order to make people feel 

comfortable when using the facilities. Clear guidelines on 

both loan terms and joining procedures; clear shelf guiding 

and welcoming staff are all necessary in order to make 

users feel more at ease. 

Customer care involves making planning decisions which 

have been carefully thought out in terms of how they will 
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affect the service provision to users (4). An example of 

such a decision is the adoption of a particular automated 

library system which may have a bearing on the ultimate 

efficiency of the service. Hinks (5) suggests that all 

library procedures, including the wording of regulations 

and overdue notices and even the selection of staff, 

should be assessed against the requirements of customer 

care and redesigned if necessary. He also emphasises that 

the approach taken must be relevant to the unique situation 

of a particular library, its staff and users. 

Problems caused by queues. 

waiting is just one of many irritants which the public 

'has to endure when using a 

source of frustration to 

service. It is often a major 

the user and has the unwelcome 

effect of reducing an individual's tolerance level making 

an aggressive confrontation more likely. Passing a 

customer from queue to queue is undesirable, but often 

necessary, in library organisation. However it may be 

possible to reorganise the workplace layout or library 

procedures in order to reduce the problems of queues. 

Queues also have a negative effect on employees referred to 

as the "crowd effect". This occurs where staff feel they 

are facing a crowd of people as opposed to an individual, 

and is a source of stress. 
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Fines in libraries. 

Disputes over fines form one of the main causes of 

conflict in libraries. Fines are set by a variety of 

determinants, including political considerations, and it 

must be recognised by those responsible for setting fine 

levels that they can be an important contributory factor in 

assaults. Librarians are placed in a very difficult 

situation when faced with a borrower who refuses to pay. 

The question is raised of 'how far should a member of staff 

insist upon payment at the risk of an argument or perhaps a 

violent confrontation?' At the same time it is frustrating 

to feel pressurised into waiving fines for an abusive user 

at the expense of other customers. Clear guidelines are 

"required for staff highlighting when fines may be waived 

and these should be backed up by management. 

Customer complaints initiatives. 

A major part of the customer care initiative is the 

process of finding out what users want from their library 

service. A complaints/suggestion service is one way of 

highlighting areas of poor service and perhaps generating 

new ideas. Offering this type of facility has a number of 

advantages for the library authority despite the time and 

effort required to respond to the communication received. 

Whilst useful for the library in that it may highlight 
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areas of potential improvement, it also gives the 

opportunity for the public to express their feelings in a 

constructive way. 

By having such a scheme the onus is taken off counter 

staff to provide immediate"answers to a customers complaint 

or angry tirade. However in this situation the scheme 

relies on the customer to overcome his/her anger in order 

to fill in the form. Unfortunately it may be seen as yet 

another piece of organisationaf bureaucracy designed 

" specifically to frustrate, and may invoke a stronger, more 

negative reaction in the customer when requested to 

conform. In general, complaint/suggestion forms rely on the 

good will of users to give the time and effort to make 

"their views known (which is rarely available). To be 

effective a prompt reply to the respondent must also be 

guaranteed. 

The Leicester Initiative. 

Leicester public libraries (6) have introduced a 

computerised complaints and comments procedure. A customer 

(or member of staff on behalf of a customer) is required to 

fill out a form outlining the comment, which in turn is 

analysed by an investigating officer. Time limits are laid 

down for responding to the customer and a follow up letter 

records the action taken. Comments are then entered onto 
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the computer and are regularly reviewed to aid decision 

making. However sinc~ its introduction there is no evidence 

that the procedure has greatly increased the quantity of 

complaints received. 

The customer is not always·rightl 

It must be emphasised however that customer care does 

not mean that the customer is always right. Although the· 

approach advocates listening to users' comments and 

suggestions, it does not mean that a member of staff must 

accept abuse from a customer. Many staff on the "Dealing 

with aggression" training course (7) said that they felt 

pressurised into taking the customer is always right view. 

·Hence the necessity of training and supportive management 

in contradicting this image. There is a need to explain to 

customers why delays occur, the constraints on funding and 

the reasons behind the formulation of priorities, in the 

hope that they will be more understanding of the situation. 

STAFF CARE 

The problems of stress amongst staff. 

The issue of stress at work is directly related to the 

issue of violence in the workplace. Increased stress on an 
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employee's behalf will decrease their chances of 

anticipating and handling violence from a client, and may 

make the incident harder to come to terms with. It is 

therefore important to'minimise stress in the workplace. 

stress can manifest itself in an individual in many 

forms. According to Hodges, who has undertaken research 

into the problems of stress in libraries, typical 

psychological symptoms are depression, feelings of 

frustration, apathy and entrapment. 

In a library this may manifest itself as a lack 

of concern and respect for clients, plus a feeling 

of resentment towards those making demands and 

towards the job itself. (8) 

Although violence at work may not be a regular occurrence, 
- . 

staff anxiety about violence can reflect underlying 

concerns related to other aspects of work, and the issue 

can become exaggerated. 

Communication with staff. 

Customer care also means staff care. It is essential 

that staff are kept fully informed of any policy changes 

taking place. Although this appears to be an obvious need, 

unfortunately in many organisations the lack of internal 
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communication is a problem. All too often front-line staff 

have to face abuse from the public over a decision imposed 

by senior management or the Council (for example fines 

increases or a cut in services) without adequate 

preparation and support. This increases stress amongst 

staff, who in turn are less able to cope positively with 

awkward situations and/or are less willing to provide an 

efficient and friendly service to customers. 

Effective communication is also made difficult by the 

problems of geographic dispersal and departmental 

separation found within library authorities. Branch 

libraries with a small staff team especially suffer from 

the stress caused by isolation and the inability to 

-converse with other colleagues. The importance of having 

regular staff meetings with colleagues and management, plus 

guidelines which could be referred to in an emergency, were 

emphasised by delegates on the "Dealing with aggression" 

training course (9). 

staff consultation. 

Front-line staff have the most contact with users and 

may be able to offer valuable insight into the decision 

making process. Staff are also more likely to accept a 

policy or change if they have played an active part in its 

design and implementation. 
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The importance of training. 

Training in customer relations has a role to play in 

reducing an employee's vulnerability to aggression. One of 

the aims of IPS training is to teach staff to recognise the 

signs of developing stress in others, and to respond in a 

sensitive and helpful way in order to diffuse the situation 

rather than enflame it. An awareness of the effect that 

body language and tone of voice can have in influencing an 

interaction is .also a useful insight to be gained from 

training. Unfortunately it cannot be denied that some 

staff are susceptible to abuse by showing little or no 

sympathy to members of the public. However it is not fair 

on staff for management to expect them to cope with irate 

·customers without appropriate advice or training. These 

skills do not always come naturally to people. 

More training was called for by delegates on the 

"Dealing with aggression" training course (10). Not only 

was training on the handling of difficult customers seen as 

appropriate, but also more training in general library 

work, for example enquiry techniques. A desire to learn 

other colleagues' tasks was also expressed, ensuring that 

an efficient service could still be provided when staff 

were absent. 

According to Hinks (11) customer care is primarily 
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about attitudes. Staff attitudes to the public and to 

their jobs will influence how they behave towards the 

public, as well as their tolerance of difficult situations. 

Staff want to provide a valuable and effective service to 

the public as by doing so they gain job satisfaction. 

Consequently they find it stressful when lack of training, 

shortage of resources or restrictive management practices 

hinder this goal. 

THE BRADFORD INITIATIVE 

Bradford Library's Positive steps package (12) is a 

useful example of an initiative which tackles the issue of 

violence and aggression against staff in libraries. The 

·help pack contains guidelines and advice on how to deal 

with difficult situations caused by violent, abusive or 

problem patrons in the library. Incident report forms and 

instructions on how to use them are also included in the 

package, ensuring any incident is dealt with effectively, 

and reported accurately. 

Background. 

The impetus for the initiative was a result of Council 

wide discussions on the problems of workplace violence, 

however the guidelines were designed by the library service 

itself. It was felt that measures would be more 
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appropriate if of direct relevance to libraries, as 

opposed to adapting a policy designed for the Council in 

general (13). A working party composed of library staff 

from all levels was established. This mix of staff ensured 

input from both management and front-line staff, the latter 

be~ng able to provide valuable insights into the problem 

from their daily contact with the public. 

Why a policy document? 

staff training was seen as an, essential element in 

helping staff handle violent situations at work. Although 

courses on dealing with violence and aggression were 

offered by the Libraries Department, it was realised that 

'not all staff would have the opportunity to attend 

sessions, and that the benefits gained from training 

quickly diminish over time. It was felt that an initiative 

which could be made accessible to all staff in the short 

term, as well as being available to staff at the time of an 

incident,' would be most appropriate (14). 

The Positive steps package was launched in 1989, and 

is divided into four main parts. It follows very closely 

the suggested requirements of policy guidelines for staff 

proposed by the general literature. The four main areas 

covered are: 
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I . 

1) Coping with complaints, 

2) Dealing with ~nacceptable, 

behaviour. 

disruptive or unruly 

3) Reporting and monitoring incidents. 

4) Personal safety and accident reporting. 

1) Coping with complaints. 

The guidelines request that staff look upon complaints 

in a positive way, and see them as a means of highlighting 

weaknesses in the service that may be improved upon. In 

this section advice is given to staff on how to deal with 

grievances including when to refer to senior staff, and 

when to apologise to a member of the publicI Emphasis is 

placed on the collection of all relevant facts leading up 

to an incident, or about a complaint, so that the matter 

can still be dealt with effectively if passed on to another 

member of staff. A frequent and frustrating scenario is 

where essential facts get lost in referral, causing further 

annoyance to an already displeased customer •. 

The guidelines reassure staff that they will not be 

perceived as failing in their job by passing on a complaint 

to a more senior member of staff. On the contrary this 

referral is more likely to ensure that the complaint is 

dealt with in a constructive manner with minimal stress to 

both the counter staff and customer. 
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There appears to be a healthy balance in the 

guidelines between placing stress on customer relations 

initiatives, and advice which is aimed towards staff care. 

For example: 

Treat people making complaints courteously. Be 

firm where necessary but never to the point of 

rudeness. 

Keep cool. Don't let the angry complainant draw 

you into a row over the telephone or across the 

counter. Remember it takes two to make an 

argument. 

Don't just send a person away if you cannot deal 

with their problem, try to find someone who can. 

Don't make guesses when dealing with enquiries ..• 

Check your facts. 

Don't take the complaint personally. (15) 

The onus is largely placed on staff to handle the 

situation correctly. The guidelines 

common-sense approach to dealing with 

should really be standard training for 
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assistant or librarian, for example checking facts and 

referring customers. 

As part of a customer relations based approach, 

Bradford Libraries and Information Services have devised a 

complaints and suggestions form of which staff are made 

aware. The idea of such a form is to take the pressure off 

staff caused by a complaining customer. It can be offered 

to a user who is not happy with, the treatment and/or 

explanation offered by the member of staff dealing with the 

complaint. It is especially useful when the most senior 

member of staff on duty is not able to offer a satisfactory 

solution. Customers are asked to complete the form and a 

prompt reply from the Department Manager is guaranteed (16)-

A complaints form allows the member of staff to be 

seen to be responding in a positive way to complaints, and 

also ensures that details are written down. However its 

success relies upon the ability of a customer to overcome 

his/her anger in order to fill in the form, and be willing 

to do so. Unfortunately asking a person to do such a task 

can often inflame a situation. An irate person is unlikely 

to respond willingly to filling in a form which he/she sees 

as a "fobbing off" technique. 
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2) Dealing with unacceptable, disruptive or unruly 

behaviour. 

Bradford acknowledge that 

unacceptable behaviour is difficult 

dependent upon the vulnerability of the 

what 

to 

constitutes 

define and is 

individual staff 

involved. However, through the new initiative they wish to 

achieve a consistency of definition across the Authority to 

enable the monitoring of incidents. The guidelines make 

use of the library byelaws to highlight what constitutes 

unacceptable behaviour, and prohibit such actions as 

smoking, disruptive behaviour and damage to property. 

3) Reporting and monitoring incidents. 

Previous to the positive steps initiative, Bradford 

did operate a system of reporting incidents, but an 

emphasis was placed on the reporting of serious events 

only (17). It was felt that, by concentrating only on 

serious occurrences, many of the problems faced by staff 

were remaining hidden from management. Therefore as an 

attempt to gain a whole picture of the problems across the 

city, a new form termed "spot of Bother form" was 

introduced into the package. It was designed specifically 

to record minor incidents which occur in the library and 

are often accepted as "part of the job." 
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4) Personal safety and accident reporting. 

The package also provides guidelines on the use of 

personal alarms, advice to staff working in small branches 

and instructions on the completion of accident report 

forms. A checklist for staff on what to do when a problem 

occurs is given. Although the advice is mainly 

common-sense it is reassuring for staff to have procedures 

written down. 

Implementation of the package. 

Bradford followed the procedure of designing a draft 

'package, and completing a trial run in a range of different 

libraries in order to assess its suitability. Management 

held the attitude that, to be successful, staff must see 

the package as something of value to them. Only then 

would they be willing to use it. staff consultation was 

therefore given a high priority. Meetings were arranged in 

all the participating libraries, providing a forum for 

staff to be taken through the guidelines and to discuss 

ideas and problems with supervisors (18). 

Findings from the trial period showed that, on the 

infrequent occasions when staff had to refer to the pack, 

it was easy and effective to use. One of the main problems 
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was this infrequency of use due to the 

serious incidents, which meant that 

regularly reminded about its use in 

(19) • 

fortunate lack of 

staff had to be 

less serious cases 

other minor amendments were made as a result of the 

trial run, including modifications to the 

forms in order to simplify their use. 

incident report 

All new staff 

receive a special introduction, session with the package on 

joining the service. The guidelines are seen as 

particularly valuable by those working in smaller, more 

isolated branches, and who do not have an immediate network 

of colleagues to call upon for help or advice (20). 

In conclusion, Positive 

and successful package. Much 

attributed to the time 

steps is a well thought out 

of its success can be 

spent on essential staff 

consultation and the continuous monitoring to assess its 

usefulness and relevance. Many of the guidelines reiterate 

what should be part of any general library assistant 

training. However it is helpful for staff to have ideas 

reinforced in print, and as a point of reference should an 

incident occur. It offers a useful example for any library 

authority contemplating the introduction of guidelines 

about violence and unacceptable behaviour in the workplace. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

VIOLENCE IN LIBRARIES - A SURVEY 

The aim of this study is to investigate the extent to 

which violence and aggression to staff is a recognised 

problem in libraries, and to identify what measures are 

made available to tackle the problem. 

Because of resource constraints it was decided to use 

a number of detailed case studies to provide an 

illustration of the current situation regarding the extent 

of violence in libraries and means to tackle the issue. It 

would have been interesting to have carried out a survey 

across all British public library authorities and/or 

. academic libraries but this was considered unfeasible 

within the time scale. 

Both academic and public libraries were included in 

the chosen sample in order to identify whether the type and 

volume of violent behaviour, and methods to tackle the 

problem, differed between the two types of institution. 

For convenience of travel, sample libraries were 

taken from the Midlands area of Britain. The main cities of 

Leicester,' Nottingham and- Coventry were initially chosen as 

sample cities because each contained a University, 

Polytechnic and large central public library. Loughborough 
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University library was also included in the original sample 

as a pilot library but the results obtained are included in 

the report. 

Letters requesting an interview were initially sent to 

Leicester: University 

Polytechnic 

Central Public Library 

Nottingham: University 

. Polytechnic 

Central Public Library 

Coventry: Warwick University 

Polytechnic 

Central Public Library 

Loughborough: University 

Positive replies were 

Polytechnic, Leicester 

obtained from 

Public Library 

all but Leicester 

and Nottingham 

Polytechnic. In order to give a more balanced and useful 

sample it was felt that more public library case studies 

were required. Both Birmingham Central Library 

Central Library were subsequently approached, 

agreed to be interviewed. The final sample 
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and Derby 

and both 

size was 



therefore 

libraries. 

five academic libraries and four public 

The advantages and disadvantages of various data 

collection methods were considered. It was decided that in 

depth interviews with senior librarians in each institution 

would be the most appropriate as they would have knowledge, 

not only of the extent of violence in their library but 

also the background and thinking behind policy decisions. 

Interviews took place at the participating libraries during 

the period June - July 1991 inclusive. The semi-structured 

nature of the interviews allowed each librarian to talk in 

varying depths about their particular situation, whilst 

still ensuring that the main points were covered. An 

"interview schedule and interview itinerary are given in 

Appendix One and Two respectively. 

A major 

opinion from 

interesting 

each library 

omission of this project is the absence of 

front-line staff. It would have been 

to have interviewed a library assistant from 

in order to gain an insight into their 

experiences, perceptions 

violence and to discover 

and concerns about the issue of 

their opinion on management 

to tackle the issue. As a policies which attempt 

consequence of this omission, the information presented in 

this study is given entirely from a management viewpoint 

and is therefore biased. 
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A further element of bias is introduced by the 

interviewer by noting, interpreting and representing the 

key points from the interviews. It must be remembered that 

the study aims to represent a picture of the current 

situation in these institutions and it is therefore 

inevitable that results will be subjective to a slight 

degree. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

VIOLENCE IN LIBRARIES - A CURRENT PICTURE 

ACADEMIC LIBRARIES 

Problems experienced by academic libraries. 

Interviews with five academic libraries highlighted 

that the main problem faced by academic librarians is that 

of verbal abuse. This is usually given by students but it 

is not uncommon for academic members of staff to become 

abusive and to attempt to "pull rank" over library staff. 

Verbal abuse from students was cited by all five 

libraries as being a matter of concern. Incidents of this 

nature were found to increase dramatically in the period 

leading up to examinations, when students are under 

pressure. A variety of factors fray the tempers of 

stressed students: fines, the inability to renew an 

essential item and queues at issue counters, catalogues and 

photocopiers. Unfortunately, as the period before exams is 

generally a busy time within the library, the library staff 

will also be under pressure. In this situation it is all 

too easy for an incident to get out of hand due to 

misunderstandings and mutual frustrations. 
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Customer care training may help to a certain extent 

but it is difficult for a member of staff to keep up a 

pleasant facade when he/she is also feeling stressed and 

short tempered. The use of an inappropriate tone of voice 

or a flippant remark can quickly escalate into a verbal 

confrontation. Fortunately it seems these rarely become 

violent in the academic library context. The enforcement of 

rules . and regulations is also another cause of conflict 
\ 

between library staff and students, often resulting in 

verbal abuse, for example noise enforcement and asking 

users not to eat, drink or smoke. 

All the academic libraries reported s'erious incidents 

involving actual physical attack as being very infrequent, 

,with an average of one or two incidents in each library 

over the last two years. 

Incidents as part of the job. 

Differing opinions were obtained from the various 

academic librarians interviewed over the 'relative 

seriousness of abusive incidents. Library A saw "pulling 

rank" and arguments over fines as an unavoidable part of 

the job. However staff were given interpersonal skills 

training to help them deal with such incidents. They were 

also encouraged to refer problem users to a more senior 

member of staff on duty as opposed to tackling the 

89 



situation themselves. 

In Library B, the librarian accepted swearing and 

verbal abuse towards staff as being part of the job because 

it was so common. Staff were not required to record 

incidents involving just verbal abuse in the incident book. 

This "it's all part of the job" attitude seemed to be 

prevalent in four of the five libraries visited. However 

the fifth library (C) did see verbal abuse as being 

intolerable, and advocated that it should not be accepted 

just because it was a frequent occurrence. Although 

incidents were not required to be officially recorded, the 

student in question would normally be formally disciplined. 

Even where management does not accept verbal abuse from 

users, and encourages staff to report incidents, often 

confrontations remain unreported. Staff members themselves 

accept some incidents "as part of the job". 

Inexperienced staff. 

Library layout and procedure dictates that front-line 

staff on the counters initially receive the brunt of the 

abuse. One library had a policy of using students to cover 

service desks on weekends and evenings, and they are 

particularly vulnerable through lack of training and 

experience. All libraries highlight that a senior member 

of staff is always available to deal with unwelcome 
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incidents, and junior staff are encouraged to refer upwards 

as opposed to tackling problems themselves. 

Sexual harassment. 

Sexual harassment from students to female members of 

library staff was seen as a problem in three of the five 

academic libraries surveyed. All three libraries where the 

problem was acknowledged, suggested that incidents were not 

reported as often as their seriousness warranted. This 

under reporting may be due to a number of reasons. Because 

sexual harassment is a personal and unpleasant experience 

victims may be reluctant to report their experiences, 

especially as victims often feel guilty and partly to 

.blame. 

Women who have experienced harassment frequently state 

that, at the time, they were not sure whether they may have 

read the wrong things into a situation, thereby blaming 

themselves. The theory that staff under report incidents 

because they feel that they will not be taken seriously by 

management could not be proved. However it was felt that 

. the presence of an all male management team may have been a 

prohibitive factor in some cases. 

Following an incident of sexual harassment, Library A 

felt the need to issue a memorandum to its staff stressing. 
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the importance of reporting incidents in 

might be prevented. Reassurance was 

behaviour of this nature was considered 

management and that any matter would 

sympathetically and discreetly. 

order that they 

given that any 

unacceptable by 

be dealt with 

Two libraries reported the problem of sexual 

harassment towards female staff by overseas students, as a 

result of cultural differences, as being a matter for 

concern. A typical scenario is where an overseas student 

misinterprets general pleasantries from female staff, and 

proceeds to make persistent, unwelcome advances. In both 

libraries cultural awareness training is provided for new 

staff, giving an insight into other world views and equal 

opportunity issues. 

Male management. 

The communication problems which exist between staff 

and management, especially over the important issue of 

sexual harassment, is a matter of general concern. In the 

three libraries where sexual harassment was a problem the 

under reporting of incidents was recognised. An 

interesting· hypothesis which arose from the interviews, 

questioned whether the issue of sexual harassment was taken 

seriously enough in libraries with an all male management 

team, as opposed to where senior management also had a 
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female presence. 

One librarian interviewed was personally concerned 

that, although senior management were sympathetic and 

understanding about the issue, because they were male they 

could not fully relate ·to, or understand, the problems 

faced by female staff and the emotional trauma caused. 

Incidents arising were dealt with seriously and 

sympathetically with no blame upon the victim. However it 

was felt that senior management was less likely to play a 

pro-active role in developing formal policies and 

procedures to combat sexual harassment because of this 

gender-based lack of understanding. There was a tendency 

to react to situations purely on an ad-hoc basis as opposed 

.to tackling the issues pro-actively. 

This issue was raised by a male senior librarian 

himself. Although difficult to prove whether this is 

generally the case, similar ideas promoting the view that 

sexual harassment is taken less seriously than it perhaps 

deserved, also arose in other interviews. 

Evening safety. 

Late night working is a time when staff feel very 

vulnerable because of the reduced staffing levels and the 

problems of travelling home. Academic Library B is 
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considering paying for·taxis home for staff who have no 

independent means of transport. A member of staff at this 

particular library was exposed to whilst walking to the car 

park on her journey home from work. 

Four of the five libraries surveyed supplied staff 

with personal alarms upon request, for use either at the 

counter or whilst travelling home. However at Library D 

although the supply of alarms was discussed it was decided 

by management that the current situation did not justify 

their provision. 

The issue of 

night duties was 

safety 

seen by 

whilst walking home from late 

Library A as a general 

institutional responsibility. The librarian interviewed was. 

concerned by the lack of interest shown by the University 

as a whole towards the safety of its staff. Whilst 

personal safety training was available for students it was 

not provided for either academic or administration staff 

who are also vulnerable. 

Reporting procedures. 

Three of the five libraries surveyed had official 

means of recording incidents. Two (Libraries C and E) 

relied on incident report books housed at selected issue 

points. The third (Library A) had specially produced 
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incident report forms: In all cases the libraries did not 

see a need to formally record incidents of verbal abuse 

unless they developed into a more serious physical 

confrontation. 

Because of the lack of major incidents, there was an 

insufficient amount of data which could be regularly 

analysed as a means of deciding what preventive measures 

may be appropriate. Where changes were made or guidelines 

introduced, these were generally ad-hoc responses to 

particular incidents in each of the libraries visited. 

None . of the libraries had actually carried out formal 

soundings amongst staff to verify their perceptions on the 

issue of workplace violence. Because no serious problem 

existed management did not see the need to undertake 

soundings, even after acknowledging the problems of 

incidents remaining unreported.· A vicious circle exists 

where unless staff report abuse or threats, management will 

often remain unaware of their occurrence. Staff however may 

feel prohibited from reporting incidents if they are not 

actively encouraged to do so by management, and where no 

formal procedure exists. 

When questioned about formal soundings, each librarian 

gave an example of a forum where the issue of violence and 

aggression towards staff could be raised if necessary. It 
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was perceived by management that staff members would 

automatically report issues of concern, therefore 

eliminating the need for soundings. However with the 

personal issue of sexual harassment this has proved not to 

be the case. 

Guidelines to students. 

All five of the libraries surveyed supply copies of 

the library regulations to students. Alongside information 

detailing borrowing arrangements and explaining copyright, 

the regulations outline what is unacceptable behaviour in 

the library, including the prohibition of smoking, 

consuming refreshments, defacing books and playing music. 

The rules for discipline tend to be stated in very general 

and all-embracing terms, for example: "Good order shall be 

maintained in all public reading areas". All students at 

each library are given a copy of the regulations upon 

joining and two libraries also have pamphlets available 

within the library. 

Guidelines to staff. 

The provision of guidelines to staff on what is 

regarded' as unacceptable behaviour from users, and how to 

deal with incidents, varies across the libraries 

interviewed. Three of the five rely upon verbal guidance 
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of what to do when a serious incident occurs, and who to 

call in an emergency. Management in these libraries expect 

staff to take a "common-sense" approach to dealing with 

problems. 

Library e, however, provides extensive guidelines for 

staff outlining what is unacceptable behaviour from 

readers, and offers advice on how to deal with the 

situation: 

contravening the If you notice readers 

Regulations, please observe 

guideline (the example used 

the following 

is for loud 

conversation) : 

1) Ask the readers in a pleasant manner to move 

outside the library if they wish to talk loudly. 

If appropriate, mention also that the library is 

intended to be an area of quiet study and that 

excessive conversation is against the Library 

Regulations. 

2) If you encounter difficulties, the matter 

should be referred to a member of the senior 

staff. They are responsible for maintaining good 

order in the areas they supervise ... 
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3) In the event of disruptive behaviour, subject 

librarians or other senior staff may ask senior 

Reader Services staff to call for the help of 

security staff. 

This particular library employs students to work at service 

points during the evenings and weekends. Because these 

staff are relatively inexperienced in handling abusive 

incidents in the workplace, it was felt necessary by 

management to provide clear and detailed guidelines. The 

information includes when to refer an incident to a senior 

member of staff, the use of panic buttons and security 

telephone numbers. 

The second library CA) which provides guidelines for 

staff gives a list of examples of unacceptable behaviour. 

The guidelines state that: 

It is difficult, if not impossible, to define 

unacceptable behaviour exhaustively. It should be 

understood to include anti-social activities 

ranging from causing damage to the Library 

building and property to theft, from making 

excessive noise to verbal abuse and physical 

assault, or any other blatant disregard of Library 

Regulations. 
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The list of examples includes "verbal and physical assault 

directed at readers and/or Library staff, [and] any 

incident in which readers and members of staff feel under 

stress or threatened." The memo also gives details on 

completing an incident report form and what to do in the 

event of an incident. 

staff training. 

The information given by the five libraries 

highlighted that customer care training and education in 

interpersonal skills (IPS) are the most popular forms of 

training provided for staff, of relevance to the issue of 

workplace violence. 

Interpersonal 

important in four of 

available in these 

skills training was seen as extremely 

the five libraries, and was made 

institutions to new members of staff. 

Emphasis generally in either "customer care" or IPS 

sessions is upon relating to users, providing an efficient 

service, being aware of body language, and the diffusing 

and preventing of awkward situations. Library D however did 

not provide either customer care or IPS training. This 

lack of provision was set against a background of very 

little staff training of any nature. 

Many of the courses were carried out jointly with 
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other academic institutions in the area and therefore 

courses were aimed at general needs. Library A however 

implemented its own induction course for new members of 

staff. During these sessions, staff were made aware of the 

guidelines available which highlight what is unacceptable 

behaviour from users. They are also advised about reporting 

procedures, and the training provides a forum for staff to 

express their concerns about violence, based upon what 

working experience they have had. 

Security measures. 

Unauthorised access from members of the general public 

was a problem experienced by the two city centre 

institutions. Both these and Library C employed porters to 

provide security back up and to act as a deterrent against 

incidents occurring. All the academic libraries use campus 

security as the first point of contact in an emergency. 

Support structures. 

In all of the libraries surveyed, management and 

colleagues were the major source of support after the 

event. However if necessary staff did have access to the 

University/ Polytechnic counselling facilities. A desire 

for training in counselling .. skills was expressed by one 

librarian interviewed. 
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PUBLIC LIBRARIES 

In contrast to academic libraries, public libraries 

tend to experience a wide range of problem users and in 

greater quantity. As a result the issue of violence 

towards staff receives much more attention from management 

in the public library sector. The majority of problem 

incidents caused by anti-social users are not necessarily 

violent or even aggressive, but may be extremely annoying 

or frustrating and therefore still stressful. The public 

libraries surveyed experienced a. wide range of problem 

users and these are illustrated below: 

Problems experienced in public libraries. 

Drunks and vagrants. 

Drunks and vagrants who gravitate to the library 

because it is a warm and accessible place were reported as 

a problem by all four libraries. Although these people are 

not always violent, their presence can be threatening to 

staff and other users. A fear expressed by staff is caused 

by the unpredictable behaviour exhibited by a drunk person. 

Alcohol causes personality changes and can have the effect 

of· increasing feelings of violence and aggression. Although 

a drunk person may be amiable on entering the library, a 

violent confrontation can easily be triggered when they are 
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asked to leave. 

Gangs of youths. 

Trouble from gangs of youths was cited as a common 

problem, particularly at smaller branches, again by all 

four libraries. Late night opening was given as·a major 

factor in encouraging bored teenagers to collect outside 

the library, often taking part in vandalism as well as 

deliberately intimidating users and staff. The library 

becomes a focus when shops around it have closed, making 

staff more vulnerable because of the isolation. The risk 

of trouble from gangs was found to be greatly exacerbated 

if the library was sited close to a youth club, community 

facility (for example a swimming pool) or a shop that 

attracts youngsters. The age group most frequently 

involved in behaviour problems of this nature is 10-15 and 

incidents are found to reach a peak in winter. 

The irate customer. 

Each library surveyed experienced the common problem 

of the irate customer who would become aggressive in 

response to some form of frustration, for example library 

regulations, queues or a perceived inadequacy of service. 

This was the most frequent form of aggressive behaviour and 

because of this, it was generally accepted as part of the 
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job. Confrontations mainly took the form of verbal abuse 

without becoming physically violent, but incidents were 

still distressing for the staff involved. 

Sexual deviants. 

Library F reported a persistent problem with flashers 

in the main city library. The problem was a recurring one 

caused by two individuals, both with mental problems. 

Physically violent incidents. 

All four libraries could fortunately report that 

physically violent attacks were very rare, with perhaps one 

'serious incident on average per year. However when these do 

occur they can be extremely nasty, and incidents where 

assailants have threatened librarians with knives were 

quoted. 

The library as a sounding arena for general 

complaints. 

Library E emphasised the particular problem of the 

library being used as a sounding arena for the public to 

express their general moans about government or council 

policies. Front-line staff having to deal with the effects 

of unpopular council policies was a phenomenon also 
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experienced by the other public libraries surveyed. 

A further source of stress for staff was the attitude 

expressed by some members of the public of "the librarian 

as Public Servant". A frequent phrase given by irate 

customers towards staff is that of "I pay your wages with 

my Poll Tax" implying that it is justified to give verbal 

abuse and that the member of staff should accept it 

unquestioningly. Perceived lack of status, and the feeling 

that the library service was undervalued by both the public 

and the government, was a.lso cited by a number of delegates 

at the "Dealing with aggression" training course (1), as a 

negative aspect of their job and a source of stress. 

Isolation. 

Library G felt that branch libraries were extremely 

vulnerable to the risk of violence due to their relative 

isolation and low staffing levels. As a preventive measure 

each branch has a secure "lock in" area for staff. Concern 

over the safety of staff members in one person libraries 

was also raised by Library I. However the problems of cost 

were cited as a restrictive factor, preventing the 

employment of extra staff. In many library authorities 

there is a conflict between the cost of staff, the amount 

of use made of a library and the issue of staff security. 

Fears for the latter invariably take second place because 
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of the lack of resources available. 

Interestingly Library H quoted that, although staff in 

one person libraries were 

vulnerable by other members 

perceived as being the most 

of staff, no incidents of 

violence had actually been reported in these libraries. It 

was the larger branch libraries which experienced the most 

trouble. However this phenomenon may be partly explained by 

the limited number of hours which the small, one person, 

branch libraries were open. Also where a service is 

provided locally, for example a small community branch 

library or a mobile service, the staff are generally more 

able to develop a better relationship with regular clients. 

Library I highlighted a "knock on" effect caused by 

incidents which occur in the community especially in areas 

which have a high crime rate. Staff reported feeling 

particularly vulnerable in those areas where robberies and 

muggings have taken place in the locality. Because the 

fear of attack was so high, Library I actually reviewed the 

opening hours at selected branch libraries, curtailing late 

night opening in some cases. 

, The following quotes, taken from one of the libraries 

interviewed, highlight some of the problems experienced by 

public libraries: 
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Many bad instances of trouble which had proved 

frightening for staff [have been experienced 

over the last winter.] It is no longer advisable 

to ask young or inexperienced staff to work 

there and three members of staff have now 

refused to work there during the evenings. A 

borrower was threatened inside the library. 

Problems have become noticeably worse since 

Christmas. The police had been called in three 

times to deal with groups of, teenage youths. 

Staff cars had been damaged and on~one occasion 

the attendants had been hit with a baseball bat. 

Two break-ins had occurred since Christmas and 

the building had sustained damage. 

Soundings. 

None of the libraries surveyed had carried out 

official soundings asking staff directly to voice their 

concerns over the issue of violence at work. However other 

arenas were available for staff to discuss their fears and 

experiences, and the topic also appeared to be raised more 

frequently by management than it was in academic libraries. 

Since the introduction of a' Safety Monitoring and 
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Training Group in Library I, each branch is required to 

summarise its experiences of violent or disruptive 

behaviour. This exercise is part of the Working Party's 

attempt to identify and tackle the problems. 

Reporting procedures. 

The extent to which incidents are reported and 

monitored varies between the four libraries interviewed. In 

general there is a much greater importance placed on the 

reporting and monitoring of events than was found in the 

academic libraries. 

Within Library Authority F, 

report all incidents which 

staff are encouraged to 

they personally consider 

distressing. In practice this has led to the under reporting 

of events. Irate and aggressive customers are generally seen 

as "part of the job" and subsequently not recorded. Only 

incidents requiring police assistance (for example the 

removal of drunks) tended to be noted in the incident report 

book. The prevalent attitude amongst management is one of 

dealing with each incident on an ad-hoc basis. Therefore 

there is no regular analysis of records . and no long term 

plans to tackle the problem of violence and aggression. 

Incidents in Library G are reported in the general 

Health and Safety accident book. Management make full use of 
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both staff reports and customer feedback in their policy 

decision making. As a contrast, each branch library within 

Authority I has an individual log, separate to the standard 

,Health and Safety report book. Emphasis is placed on the 

reporting of all incidents regardless of how minor they 

appear to staff, as these contribute to the overall problem. 

The guidelines stress the importance of having a full 

picture of events to aid policy making, and that time spent 

by staff will ultimately be to their benefit. The written 

reports are regularly reviewed at both Area and District 

levels, and are used by management as a basis for making 

policy decisions. 

A new incident report form is currently being drafted 

'by Library H. The design of the form is tailored towards 

the collection of information which will highlight trends in 

incidents. It is hoped that regular patterns of events, 

particularly vulnerable branches or high risk times, will be 

identified. Ease of completion by staff and ease of 

analysis by management are also design priorities. This is 

to be achieved by a combination of checklist questions and 

those requiring a more detailed response. 

Guidelines. 

Three of the four libraries surveyed have guidelines 

available to staff outlining what is unacceptable behaviour 
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from users, and how to deal with it. The fourth library, 

Library F, relies upon verbal agreements outlining the 

referral of customers, when to call the police, and the 

recording of incidents. The library byelaws are used as a 

point of reference highlighting anti-social behaviour, and 

these are on public display to be quoted if necessary. 

Both Libraries G and H are currently reviewing their 

policy on violence to staff and in each case new guidelines 

on unacceptable behaviour from users are being drafted. 

Within Library G the byelaws are available to both staff and 

the public as a point of reference. However the opaque 

nature of the language makes them unsuitable for public 

display. The library is seeking to create a more user 

friendly, customer oriented list/notice of prohibited 

behaviour, based upon Bradford's Positive steps package. 

(see Chapter Five). 

Library H also suffers from out of date and 

inaccessible byelaws. Management intends that the new 

guidelines, currently being devised, will double as examples 

for both staff and users. However management stress that the 

standards will only set parameters of what constitutes 

unacceptable behaviour. It will be left to individual Heads 

of Libraries to use their discretion depending on local 

circumstances, their clients, and the individual tolerance 

levels of staff. 

109 



Advice on unacceptable behaviour is only one of a 

number of issues to be covered in Library H's guidelines 

proposals also include the provision of information on the 

. legal advice available to staff, liaison with the police and 

guidelines on the completion of report forms for example. It 

is intended that the new package will be launched in October 

1991. All staff will be involved in introductory training to 

familiarise themselves with the guidelines. This will also 

provide a forum for discussion, questions and feedback. 

The management team stress that they are not complacent 

about the issue, and that the guidelines are only the first 

stage in attempts to tackle the problem. They see the next 

stage as one of evaluation, ensuring that the package 

fulfils its aims. Incident report forms and feedback from 

staff will be used to assess the need for preventive 

measures. 

Library I provides each new 

extensive guidelines on the subject 

member of 

of handling 

staff with 

difficult 

customers and unruly behaviour. These detail the library 

byelaws, and offer advice on their interpretation. Behaviour 

perceived by management as being anti-social, and guidelines 

for action by staff are also included, constituting a 

comprehensive and invaluable package. 
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customer complaints initiatives. 

Library H has introduced a complaints, comments and 

suggestions scheme on similar lines to that found in 

Leicester and Bradford (see Chapter Five). It is a newly 

introduced initiative forming part of the library's customer 

care approach to service provision. Posters are displayed at 

each library advertising the facility, and members of the 

public are actively encouraged to fill in a form with their 

complaints or suggestions. 

Library G also has a strong customer care approach to 

its service provision and is currently working on a 

complaints/suggestions procedure for customers. It is an 

attempt to obtain feedback and provide better services as a 

result. Other customer oriented initiatives designed to 

improve the perception of the library in an attempt to make 

it more welcoming, user friendly and indirectly less 

stressful for users include: modifications to the layout of 

buildings; user friendly wording of posters; more signs and 

increased . information provision. Customer care and 

interpersonal skills training for staff is also seen as an 

essential element. 

staff training. 

Training in customer care and interpersonal skills 
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(IPS) was popular in all four of the libraries surveyed. 

This was in keeping with the strong customer oriented 

service philosophies of each library. Training of this 

nature was seen as an appropriate way of helping staff cope 

with, while at the same time attempting to minimise, the 

problems of aggression in the library. 

All new library assistants at the four libraries 

undertake an induction training course of which customer 

care is a part, though each library places a slightly 

different emphasis on the skills to be acquired. Library I 

for example, bases its training course on material obtained 

from the Suzy Lamplugh Trust and Marks and Spencer. Although 

these training packs concentrate on the handling and 

diffusing of difficult situations, they do so by promoting 

the physical elements of self-defence. It can be argued that 

this has little relevance to the library situation. 

Management at Library H were strongly against 

self-defence training for the library context. They did not 

want staff to get involved in physical confrontations and 

felt that, after training, staff might feel obliged to do 

so. Staff are advised to retreat from potentially violent 

confrontations and call the police. 

Alongside its basic customer care training, Library G 

provides in-house sessions on multi-cultural awareness and 
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equal opportunities. These are seen as a way of 

familiarising staff ~ith different cultures, and increasing 

staff awareness of the problems faced by people with 

learning difficulties for example. Hopefully as a result, 

staff will be more responsive to the needs of these client 

groups. Council run training sessions are available on 

dealing with violence and aggression, IPS and 

self-defence. Although staff are encouraged to attend the 

former, a major disadvantage of the course is its lack of 

direct relevance to the library situation. The course is 

open to staff from a variety of council departments and 

therefore set at a general level. 

The most extensive training initiative provided by the 

"four libraries surveyed is that given by Library H. New 

staff undertake a one day course in customer care training, 

where the emphasis is placed on the learning of IPS 

including listening and responding positively to people. A 

two day course 'Dealing with aggression', which according 

to management is "universally regarded as excellent", is 

open to staff at all levels. One point of concern however 

is that, in this and many other libraries, this type of 

course is open to female staff only. The task of evicting 

problem users frequently falls upon male staff members, yet 

they are not necessarily naturally able to deal with 

aggression and violent confrontations. Male staff members 

therefore need training too. The training course run by 
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Library I is available for both sexes as is the occasional 

training in the handling of difficult situations provided 

by Library· F. It is intended that male staff members in 

Library H will be able to attend the course in the near 

future. 

The successful nature of Library H's "Dealing with 

aggression" training course may be largely due to its 

specific relevance to the library situation. The importance 

of training courses aimed specifically towards the library. 

environment and its unique circumstances was raised by 

Library G. As a result of feedback from staff who had 

attended a general council run course on the controlling of 

violent situations at work, the librarian officially 

concluded that: 

It would obviously be a "good thing" if all 

library staff went on courses dealing with 

-violence and aggression in the workplace rather 

than have no training at all, but I really 

believe that something tailored to the needs of 

the public library is required. 

The librarian at Library H sees the main problem faced 

by the public library as one of having to deal with "people 

with problems." Under this heading he places people affected 

by drink or drugs, and people suffering from mental· problems 
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for example. He calls .for training programmes which ."tackle 

the real library situation where staff have to deal with 

people with problems rather than concentrating on violence 

and aggression, which is rare in libraries." Training should 

concentrate on the need to recognise and react positively to 

those who have disabilities, ultimately providing staff with 

the ability and confidence to cope with difficult 

situations. 

Liaison with other organisations. 

The role of the police. 

Consultation with the police is seen as desirable in an 

attempt to tackle the issue of workplace violence. The 

police have an important role to play, and should not be 

used solely as a last resort in an emergency, but also be 

involved in the consultation process when discussing risks 

and deciding upon preventive strategies. Police forces 

regularly request that they be regarded as a valuable 

resource with advice to offer, as well as providing 

practical assistance when emergency situations arise. 

The Library Association in its advice booklet Violence 

in libraries (3), suggests that contact with local police 

officers can be more productive than more formal links at 

higher levels. By making officers aware of the contents of 

-
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a library's particular byelaws, they will be better equipped 

to deal with incidents which might otherwise be regarded as 

outside the remit of the law. This is the attitude taken by 

Library H which, as part of its newly devised policy on 

tackling violence to staff, emphasises the importance of 

liaison with the local police. 

Under the new guidelines proposed by Library H, it is 

intended that each branch will develop a working 

relationship with both the local police station and its 

Permanent Beat Officer (PBO) The PBO should be encouraged 

to call in the library when passing. By doing so he/she 

can get to know both the staff and the individual needs 

and problems of the library. The presence of a police 

officer may act as a deterrent against anti-social 

behaviour, particularly from gangs of youths. It also 

gives reassurance and extra security for staff. 

However there is also a disadvantage in having a police 

presence in that it may not only deter misbehaviour, but may 

also discourage certain people from using the library 

altogether. There is very little point in having initiatives 

within the library to encourage use by teenagers for 

example, if they are then put off by an authoritative 

presence. The issue is a sensitive one and management has 

proposed to leave the decision of police involvement to the 

branch librarian in question. In this way local needs and 
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_situations can be taken into account. 

All the public libraries surveyed found it useful to 

develop and maintain good links with the local police force. 

It was the regular practice of Library E to seek assistance 

from the police in evicting drunks, and other members of the 

public using anti-social behaviour, from the library. A good 

working relationship exists between the police and library 

staff, and as a result the police are happy to patrol the 

building occasionally, acting as a deterrent against 

anti-social behaviour. 

Within Library Authority I, liaison with the police 

occurs especially where there is a community policeman for 

-that area. A further advantage of police consultation is the 

access to crime prevention and advice on library security. 

Library G has regular meetings with the police on general 

security matters and problems like vandalism for example. 

Liaison with social services and youth services. 

Surprisingly there was little liaison between any of 

the public libraries surveyed and social services over the 

issue of problem users. Library I has well developed links 

with the youth services department of the council as they 

both come under the control of leisure services. However 

the other libraries do not have this communication link. 
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Security measures. 

The employment of porters/security guards was the most 

popular form of security measure, taken up by all four 

libraries. The main role of these security guards is to act 

as a back-up in emergency situations and to evict problem 

users where necessary. Their presence also acts as a 

deterrent against anti-social behaviour. Mobile security 

officers are provided by both Libraries H and I to supervise 

the branch libraries. Their presence is particularly 

valuable in the evenings when staff feel most vulnerable. 

The problems of cost were cited at both of the above 

libraries. In today's economic climate, both managements 

'were aware that expenditure on security guards was taking up 

valuable resources. However it was felt that the expenditure 

was justified given the problems experienced by the 

libraries, and the importance of staff safety. 

Both Library F and Library G have security alarms at 

the main library issue counters. These page the police and 

the security guards respectively. Library I hopes to provide 

ten out of its twenty city branches with intruder alarms. 

However the problem of finance has so far prevented this. 

Management at Library G raised the idea of installing 

video cameras in the main library. This was as a measure to 
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combat their theft problem. However it was felt that this 

would portray an unfriendly image to users. This, in turn, 

was felt to be inappropriate to the customer oriented 

philosophy of the library. Instead there are plans to alter 

the layout of the enquiry desks in order to make the whole 

library area visible. This initiative provides an example 

of an inexpensive preventive measure designed specifically 

to meet the needs of the local circumstances, and remain in 

keeping with the philosophy of the organisation. 

Support structures. 

In all four libraries, post incident support is left 

largely to colleagues and the immediate line manager. 

Managers in Library G have a code of practice which includes 

guidelines for follow up procedures after an incident of 

violence has occurred. Lack of training in counselling 

skills was felt to be a handicap by the librarian 

interviewed. Council-run counselling facilities are also 

available to all staff. Access to general welfare services 

can act as an advantage for staff due to the anonymity they 

provide. 
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• 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Workplace violence can occur at any point where staff 

are providing a service to the public. Libraries are 

particularly vulnerable because of their relative openness 

and accessibility. This study highlights that, despite the 

lack of professional literature on the issue, violence and 

aggressive behaviour against staff is a recognised problem 

in libraries. 

In general, public libraries tend to experience a 

wider range of problems incidents and in greater volume 

than their academic counterparts. Consequently the issue 

appears to receive greater management attention in the 

former, though a larger sample size is required to test 

this hypothesis. Fortunately incidents involving serious 

physical assault are rare though when these do occur they 

can be extremely nasty. Verbal abuse from users however, is 

commonplace in both public and academic libraries. As a 

result these incidents are often accepted as being part of 

the job despite the distressing affect they may have on 

staff. 

Under the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 employers 

have a responsibility to provide staff with a safe place of 

work. Even if violent or aggressive behaviour cannot be 
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eradicated from .the workplace, there is much that can be 

done to minimise both the risks and the impact of violence 

to employees. A systematic approach to the problem is 

essential if policies for dealing with workplace violence 

are to be effective. However resource constraints in terms 

of both time and money invariably hinder this attempt at a 

structured approach. Personal research highlighted that 

public libraries are more likely to tackle the problem 

systematically and provide guidelines to staff, whereas 

academic libraries appear to take a more ad-hoc approach to 

the issue. Again a larger survey is required to prove this 

conclusively. 

Training is seen as an important measure in helping 

staff anticipate, diffuse and cope with incidents. Customer 

care and interpersonal skills training are perceived as 

particularly valuable in the library context in terms of 

reducing the risk of aggressive incidents by improving 

staff/public interactions. Training in dealing with 

violence and aggression is also popular, though 

self-defence training is generally seen as inappropriate in 

the service context. The provision of security 

guards/porters and alarms are also common preventive 

measures, and popular in the libraries surveyed. 

it" 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

This project has only provided a-snapshot of the 

current situation and there is a great need for in depth 

research into the issue of violence against staff in 

libraries. This study has shown that there is a problem of 

violence in libraries, of which management is generally 

aware. However individual library authorities are left to 

tackle the issue alone. There is a need for more 

professional literature on the subject to allow the 

sharing of experiences, both good and bad. A national 

survey investigating the true extent of the problems faced 

by libraries and the measures implemented to tackle the 

issue is required. 
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APPENDIX ONE 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

Types of problems and staff most vulnerable to them. 

1) Do staff in the library experience problem situations 

involving abusive or violent behaviour from members of the 

public? If so how often do incidents occur and to what 

degree of seriousness? Which staff are most at risk? 

2) What types of problem user do you have? 

e.g.Public 

Youths 

Vagrants 

Irate customers 

Academic 

Students 

Academic staff 

Unauthorised members 

of the public 

3) What are the main causes of incidents or problems 

specific to your particular library? 

e.g. Fines 

Books not available 

Queues 

Alcohol 
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Layout of library eg isolated areas 

Isolated or one person branch libraries 

Late nights 

Staffing levels 

4) Are any times of the day or year worse than others? 

5) Have soundings been carried out amongst staff in order 

to identify their actual experiences involving difficult 

situations, and their concerns? 

Library guidelines and reporting procedures. 

"6) Does the library have guidelines available to staff 

highlighting what is unacceptable behaviour from users in 

the library? 

7) Does the library have guidelines available to users 

highlighting what is unacceptable behaviour in the library? 

e.g. List of Byelaws on display. University regulations. 

8) Does the organisation have official written guidelines 

on how to deal with difficult situations at work? 

e.g. Handling complaints from the public. 

Awareness of what is unacceptable behaviour and 
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how to deal with it. 

If no written guidelines, does the library have 

verbal guidelines? 

9} Do official channels for reporting incidents exist? 

If so are they part of the general Health and Safety 

guidelines or are separate means for recording incidents 

used? 

10} What type of incidents are generally reported?( how 

serious}. 

e.g. All incidents including swearing 

Those involving physical contact only 

Sexual harrassment 

11} Do you regularly analyse the data as a basis for 

deciding what measures may be needed to tackle problems? 

Staff training, security and support structures. 

12} Is training provided for staff on how to deal with 

difficult situations? 
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what areas: Self-defence 

Handling difficult customers 

Customer care 

Interpersonal skills training 

Dealing with violence and aggression 

Is the training in-house or externally run? 

Who is given the opportunity to take part in the training? 

Are the training sessions one off sessions or part of a 

regular package e.g. yearly refreshers? 

13) Does the library provide specific security protection? 

e.g. Panic alarms 

Personal alarms 

Security guards. 

14) Do you liaise with other organisations for example the 

police and social services in connection with problem users 

and dealing with incidents? 

15) What type of support, if any, is available to staff 

who have been involved in an incident? 
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APPENDIX TWO 

INTERVIEW ITINERARY 

In order to retain anonymity, the order of listing does not 

correspond with the identification used in the main body of 

the report. 

Academic Libraries. 

(1) 7/6/91., Loughborough University of Technology -

pilkington Library. 

Mr. M. Chaney, Senior Assistant Librarian. 

The library is situated on campus, one mile from the 

town centre. 350,000 vols. 

(2) 20/6/91. Leicester University Library. 

Mrs. A. Bell, Sub librarian - administration, and 

responsible for staff training. 

The library is situated on campus approximately 1+ 

miles from the city centre. The library is one of 

three main sites. 740,000 vols. 

(3) 21/6/91. Nottingham University Library. 

Mr. M. Smith, Librarian - Science library and 

responsible for health and safety. 

The University has five libraries on campus, which is 

located approximately five miles from the city centre. 
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(4) 4/7/91. warwick University Library. 

Mr. J. Henshall, Librarian. 

The library is situated on campus approximately three 

miles fron Coventry city centre. 700,000 vols. 15,000 

users. 

(5) 4/7/91. Coventry polytechnic - Lanchester Library. 

Mr. B. West, Deputy Librarian. 

Town centre site. 

Public Libraries. 

(1) 21/6/91. Nottingham Central Library. 

Mr. L. Craik, Central Librarian. 

Information received relates largely to Nottingham 

City libraries. However staff guidelines were produced 

for Nottingham County Library Service. 

(2) 3/7/91. City of Coventry Central Library. 

Mr. C. Scott, Central Librarian. 

Information received relates to the central library 

only. 125,000 vols. 12,000 people served per week. 

(3) 18/7/91. Derby Central Library. 

Mr. B. Haigh, 'Central Librarian. 

Information relates to the central library only. 

-. 
\ 
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(4) 31/7/91. Birmingham Central Library. 

Mr. J. Dolan, Senior Assistant Director (Community 

Services). Information given relates to both the 

central library and the 45 branches belonging to 

Birmingham City Council Library Service. 
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APPENDIX THREE 

Dealing with aggression: a training course organised 

by the Association of Assistant Librarians. 

Speaker: Ms Sue Gorbing from the Birmingham Women's Unit. 

Wednesday April 17th, 1991. 

The programme involved the following topics and took the 

form of group discussions and practical sessions. 

1) Introduction to the course and expectations of the 

participants. 

2) What happens in the workplace at the present time

types of situations 

skills and techniques we use now 

what are the issues 

3) Using our fear positively. 

4) Body language. 

S) Basic physical breakaway techniques. 

6) Coping with difficult situations. 

7) What would make life easier- a discussion of preventive 

measures and possible areas of organisational change. 

Developing support structures. 

8) Developing personal action plans, summary and 

evaluation. 
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A major part of the course involved a discussion around the 

issue of violence a~d aggression in the library workplace. 

Delegates were asked to list both personal and 

organisational factors which they felt would increase their 

ability to, cope with the problem. The main comments are 

listed below. 

Personal needs: 

Recognition of work completed. 

More praise and more feedback from management. 

Clearer guidelines. 

Better internal communication. 

Improved staff facilities including creche provision. 

Better pay. 

Support from all members of staff. 

More intensive training-

general library work; 

assertiveness training; 

self-defence training; 

Personal safety on late nights. 

Organisational changes: 

Clearly defined methods of working. 

More opportunity to meet staff members in different 

branches. 
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More reliable computer system + more terminals + more staff 

= less queues. 

Alarm systems. 

No late evenings. 

No less than two staff members in the library at a given 

time. 

Review of fine and request systems. 

More respect from students, academic staff and the public. 

Recognition of unsociable hours. 

Higher pay. 

Welcoming surroundings. 

Closing bell. 

Improved communication: 

between staff and management 

between branches. 
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·APPENDIX FOUR 

USEFUL CONTACT ADDRESSES 

Health and Safety Executive. 

Baynards House, 

1 Chepstow Place, 

Westbourne Grove, 

London. 

W2 4TF 

The HSE has produced a short booklet which gives practical 

advice on finding out if violence is a problem in the 

workplace and if so, how to tackle it. 

Suzy Lamplugh Trust. 

14 East Sheen Avenue, 

London, 

SW14 BAS 

The Suzy Lamplugh Trust has done much to raise the 

awareness of the problems of violence in the workplace. The 

Trust offers guidance for both employers and employees, and 

has produced a number of videos, pamphlets and training 

packages. 

144 




