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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Workplace violence is a serious concern receiving increasing attention from a 

growing awareness of the impact of violence on workers and the workplace in British 

Columbia (BC), in Canada, and internationally.  A growing body of literature on workplace 

violence reports on sectors most exposed to workplace violence—health and social services, 

transportation, public administration and defense, public services, hospitality and education.  

The incidence of workplace violence in sawmills in BC however remains largely undocu-

mented.  Related information and knowledge from the forest industry and the lumber-

manufacturing sector in particular are virtually non-existent.  

In partnership with Western Forest Products, the United Steelworkers, and 

WorkSafeBC, this study on workplace violence in sawmills in BC was made possible from 

the vision and leadership of the Red Shirt Foundation and the common desire to improve 

lumber manufacturing environments with strategies to stop and prevent workplace violence.  

The Red Shirt Foundation extends sincere gratitude to the five participating sawmill 

operations in BC, specifically Canfor Ltd., Interfor, Tolko, Western Forest Products, and 

Weyerhaeuser Canada for supporting the efforts of this research project. In particular, the 

Red Shirt Foundation would like to give sincere thanks to all the respondents for their 

personal contributions and testimonials.  The input of participants permitted invaluable 

insights, and the knowledge gained will guide and inform strategies for effectively 

addressing workplace violence.  

This study provides baseline data to explore a sector that has been unrepresented in 

previous workplace violence research and aims to better understand workplace violence and 
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specifically the kind of violence occurring in sawmills in British Columbia.  With a better 

understanding of the problem itself, sawmills will be better able to find or identify solutions 

that more comprehensively address the issue of workplace violence.  The ultimate goal of 

this research is to reduce and stop workplace violence.  Additionally, the research will 

identify the drivers of workplace violence and examine the extent that workplace violence is 

normalized sawmills in BC.  We trust that these findings are particular to lumber manufac-

turing in BC and will have relevance to other resource industries and manufacturing 

environments. 

Contextually and in recent years, sawmills in Canada and particularly in BC have 

experienced difficult economic and trading conditions.  In an effort to increase operational 

efficiencies and to remain competitive in global markets, the industry and lumber manu-

facturing in particular have undergone extensive restructuring, in turn increasing workplace 

and personal stressors on individuals, their families, and their communities. 

This study provides sector-specific evidence and aims to provide attainable solutions 

in respect to workplace violence.  In particular, this study addresses the following research 

questions: 

• What are the drivers of workplace violence at sawmills in BC? 

• To what degree is violence accepted or normalized in the workplace? 

• Can research findings be extrapolated to other workplace environments 

 in BC? 

A survey questionnaire was introduced to all employees from participating mills and 

was made available online and/or in printed form to a total sample population of 890 sawmill 

employees; including, salaried, hourly, management, unionized, and excluded employees.  In 
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addition, 20 one-on-one telephone interviews and 2 focus groups discussions were 

conducted—one with managers and one with union representatives.  The purpose of these 

interviews and group feedback sessions was for opportunity to explore at greater length the 

perceptions and experiences of sawmill employees.  Three hundred and sixty-seven employ-

ees (367) volunteered to participate in the study, providing a response rate of 41.24 percent 

and a sample for analysis similar to the overall demographics of employee population of 

sawmills.  We are confident that respondents and informants are accurately represented and 

that the findings will resonate with the experiences of employees working in this dynamic 

industry that is key to the economic welfare of the province of BC.  

KEY FINDINGS 

The multiplicity of workplace violence is evident in all employment sectors, yet some 

critical issues are unique to sawmill environments.  For instance, the demographics that 

shape the context of sawmill worksites are of a blue-collar, hourly workforce that is predom-

inantly of a male and older generation with many years of experience operating in a high-

pressure industrial environment.  Over half (51%) the workforce is over the age of 50, of 

which 18.3 percent are aged 60 and older, which exemplifies an aging and retiring demo-

graphic similar to most sectors in Canada.  Most sawmill operations are located in small, 

resource-based communities; and employees have a long history of working side by side.  

Thirty-one (31.6) percent of employees have been employed at their mill for 20 years and 

more; and 28.6 percent have been employed for 16 to 19 years.  Sawmill workers are almost 

exclusively of the same gender with males representing 92.1 percent of the employee base. 

Additionally, whereas most workplace violence in BC occurs from external perpe-

trators receiving services such as patients or clients, 93 percent of respondents indicated that 
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workplace violence identified, witnessed, and experienced in sawmill environments occurs 

internally among employees. 

Respondents clearly identified physical violence as workplace violence; however, 

they had more difficulty recognizing psychological violence, or appeared unclear or ambiva-

lent about what behaviours define psychological workplace violence.  The most common 

expressions of workplace violence identified by respondents were verbal abuse, the use of 

inappropriate language, swearing, yelling and calling one another offensive names, as well as 

threatening behaviours such as bullying, harassment, and demeaning and discriminatory con-

duct.  Although the results were lesser for incidences of physical violence and threatening 

conduct, results suggest alarming levels of workplace violence and unreported incidents.  

Without question, the evidence introduced in this report is staggering and implores action. 

Respondents attested witnessing and experiencing physical and psychological 

violence in their mills, and we learned that violence could extend beyond the worksite to 

threaten family and friends in the community.  At the worksite, 63.5 percent of the partici-

pants experienced being yelled at, 48 percent reported having been sworn at, and 33 percent 

indicated being humiliated in front of others.  Fifteen percent of respondents experienced 

threats of being harmed, 15 percent have been threatened to be hit, 14.2 percent have had an 

object thrown at them, 12 percent reported being pushed or shoved, and 6.3 percent reported 

being hit or assaulted. 

Of further concern, 28.2 percent of respondents knew of a situation at their sawmill 

that could potentially lead to violent actions.  In the last 12 months, 89.6 percent of respon-

dents expressed witnessing inappropriate language, verbal abuse (51%), verbal threats of 

violence (18%), pushing, shoving or punching (8.2%), and receiving threatening emails 
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(2.2%).  Four percent (4.6%) indicated witnessing sexual harassment, 3.8% indicated suicide 

(self-directed violence), and 0.3 percent reported witnessing tragic shootings and fatal assaults.  

Overall, employees were ambivalent about their knowledge of the worksite policy on 

workplace violence and how to report violent incidents.  More than one-quarter of survey 

respondents (26.7%) stated that they would not report negative or violent behaviour because 

they did not think anyone would do anything about it. Furthermore, 18.5 percent of respon-

dents indicated they did not want to get in the middle of the problem; 16.9 percent stated they 

would not report the violence as they might have misunderstood what they saw; 13.1 percent 

indicated they would not report violence because they felt they should handle it themselves; 

and 12 percent of respondents held the view that reporting would escalate the violence.   

Respondents were also ill at ease to report because of witnessing inconsistent conse-

quences to perpetrators since victims were penalized with the same consequence given to the 

perpetrator or because negative repercussions seemed inevitable for the individual reporting 

an incident.  Furthermore, many survey participants indicated that they would not report 

incidents of violence as they didn’t believe there would be a response, or they feared 

repercussions and negative consequences for doing so.  Therefore, employees’ responses of 

ambivalence towards policy on workplace violence and their fear or desensitized reactions 

are also crippling the participating sawmills. 

When asked about the main drivers of workplace violence, respondents identified 

conflicts between employees, workplace stressors, poor communications and general lack of 

trust, worker-to-worker violence, plus a host of issues ranging from job dissatisfaction, 

personal difficulties, emotional problems, substance abuse, and mental illness. Additionally, 

workplace changes and the constant pressure to produce combined with the impact of not 

having job security—all compound the risk for workplace violence.   



Workplace Violence in Sawmills in BC Page |6 

Most respondents agreed or strongly agreed that training and education was important 

for all employee groups and that the collaboration and leadership of both management and 

union were required for effective and positive outcomes.  Most respondents also expressed 

that consistent and appropriate consequences needed to be implemented for inappropriate 

conduct and/or incidents of violence.  Furthermore, respondents identified worksite areas that 

would benefit from increased security and were explicit about strategies for reducing work-

place stress; such as, the scheduling of shifts, re-evaluating job descriptions, and the rein-

statement of coffee breaks where the practice of having employees work through their breaks 

may apply. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

RECOGNIZE THAT VIOLENCE IS OCCURRING IN SAWMILLS IN BC. 

• Accept the results of the study and understand that change needs to occur. 

• Recognize that everyone plays a role in maintaining a safe and inclusive 

workplace— safety is everyone’s responsibility. 

• Harness the knowledge gained from the findings to determine joint management 

and union goals to create safer and more inclusive organizations. 

PROMOTE A CULTURE OF TRUST AND SAFETY. 

• Recognize that the need for change is urgent.  Giving voice to employees’ 

concerns is paramount.  Respondents identified and communicated the following 

workplace requirements: 

o Re-instate coffee breaks.  Not only do employees require rest time but also 

coffee breaks are used to problem solve issues that occur on the floor. 
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o Re-consider the design of positions that are overloaded and other positions 

that may lend themselves to boredom.  

o Revisit the collective agreement if necessary to address tensions around 

seniority, privilege, and access to overtime. 

• Examine how to improve alertness, morale, and performance and act on these 

findings. 

• Make it crystal clear—define the behaviours that are workplace violence and the 

behaviours that are not workplace violence and describe these behaviours in 

concrete and concise terms that will be readily understood by everyone. 

• Respond and intervene quickly to workplace violence. With a better ability to 

recognize workplace violence, earlier responses and interventions are possible. 

• Provide education, coaching and leadership.  Continue to strive to embody a 

culture of continuous improvement within the organization—within all factions 

and departments.  Monitor progress, follow-up, and remain vigilant. 

• Engage Joint Health & Safety Committees to take a leading role in defining work 

place violence, in deploying information, and in representing and supporting both 

unionized and non-unionized employee groups towards the achievement of 

violence-free workplaces. 

• Restore the trust of employees by ensuring that appropriate consequences are 

consistently applied and witnessed by employees.  The confidence of employees 

will improve with the assurance that workplace violence will not be tolerated and 

action will be taken if employees breach the workplace standards. 
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• Monitor progress in combatting and reducing workplace violence and follow up 

with employees to inform them of such progress.  Joint Safety committees are 

natural organizational vehicles to facilitate this work.  

CREATE AND ESTABLISH A ZERO-TOLERANCE POLICY. 

• Create an organizational policy using language that everyone understands.  Joint 

Safety Committees should be engaged with the policy development and ensure 

that the policies are written in clear language commonly used in the workplace so 

no misunderstandings about the intent of the policy will occur. 

• Develop well-articulated protocols to report, respond to, and investigate 

workplace violence. 

• Assign anti-workplace-violence and anti-bullying ambassadors and invite experts 

from the floor to the task. 

EDUCATE AND TRAIN ALL EMPLOYEES 

• Reinforce the true intent of a zero-tolerance policy—all training and education 

should flow from the policy. 

• Involve both union and management in the development of the violence-free 

workplace. All training and education should be designed from a joint leadership 

perspective. 

• Provide training and/or access to training in areas identified by the employees. 

• Invite the Employee Assistance Program (EAP) service provider on site to 

deliver information sessions and demystify the stigma surrounding EAP services 

to ensure employees are aware of and have confidence in the services available to 

them and to their families. 
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The research literature also critically informs the urgent need for the sawmills to 

mediate and moderate the effect of stressors specific to their industry.  The reality that 

depressed employees attract fewer supports than non-depressed employees (Braverman, 

1999) is also informing. The participating sawmills require leadership in exploring and 

mitigating traditional inter-relational constraints within their ranks that create we-versus- 

they struggles.  New methods are required and exploring more contemporary and inclusive 

processes will be beneficial to all employees.  Managers and workers alike need to respect 

their employment circumstances and take responsibility for improvements in working 

conditions and for mitigating potential violence.  Jointly developing strong management and 

operational plans to stop bullying, harassment, and violence will set the organizations on a 

straight course of action. 

Since 93 percent of the employee base identifies the prevalence of worker-to-worker 

violence and additionally 25 percent of employees have disclosed witnessing violence in the 

employee/supervisor relationship, sawmill environments are unique in that violence is an 

internal threat versus an external one.   

This phenomenon unique to the sawmill environment combined with an ambivalence 

to reporting violence, requires a cultural shift within the industry.  Clearly, many employees 

have normalized the uncivil, bullying, and violent behaviours in their environments and 

therefore are not fully understanding of the affect that these behaviours have on their fellow 

workers and their workplaces.  Adding to that troubling statistic is a fear of reporting as 

employees believe reporting will be followed by reprisals and by being labelled as traitors or 

as ratting out their fellow workers. Therefore, violence is handled in covert ways within the 
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organizations, with workers unskilled in responding to conflicts and violent incidents trying 

their best to mitigate their circumstances without professional assistance. 

The Red Shirt Foundation expresses particular gratitude to the victims of violence 

who so generously responded to inform this study.  In addition to submitting recommend-

ations for preventing and stopping workplace violence in sawmills, conclusions drawn, and 

ensuing recommendations will have relevance beyond their origin and beyond the scope of 

this research effort.   

As well, the research findings will be both pertinent and applicable to other work-

places and employment sectors and will add to the body of knowledge about workplace 

violence. Workplace violence is everybody’s business; and all strategies implemented to 

reduce violence in the workplace will have substantial positive impacts for contemporary  

and civil society. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE 

The Red Shirt Foundation was founded in direct response to the workplace shooting 

at the Western Forest Products (WFP) sawmill in Nanaimo, BC, on April 30, 2014.  A former 

WFP employee shot four workers.  Two men lost their lives and two others are recovering 

from this tragic workplace incident. 

This study was made possible from the vision and leadership of the Red Shirt 

Foundation in partnership with Western Forest Products, the United Steelworkers, and 

WorkSafeBC, and the common desire to improve sawmill environments with strategies to 

stop workplace violence.  The Red Shirt Foundation extends sincere gratitude to the five 
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participating sawmill operations in BC, specifically Canfor Ltd., Interfor, Tolko, Western 

Forest Products, and Weyerhaeuser Canada for supporting the efforts of this research project. 

In particular, the Red Shirt Foundation would like to give sincere thanks to all the respond-

ents for their personal contributions and testimonials. 

Workplace violence is a serious concern receiving increasing attention from a 

growing awareness of the impact of violence on workers and on workplaces in BC, in 

Canada, and internationally.  A growing body of literature on workplace violence reports on 

sectors most exposed to workplace violence—health and social services, transportation, 

public administration and defense, public services, hospitality and education.  The incidence 

of workplace violence in sawmills in BC however remains largely un-documented.  Related 

information and knowledge from the forest industry and the lumber-manufacturing sector, in 

particular, are virtually non-existent.   

This ground-breaking study endeavours to address this gap by introducing new 

baseline information to contribute to the body of knowledge available on workplace violence 

in BC and across Canada, and in so doing assists the forest industry and specifically sawmills 

in BC.  In better understanding the problem itself, the industry will be better informed to 

address more comprehensively the issue of workplace violence.  To this end, this study 

examines employees’ perceptions and experiences of workplace violence in sawmill working 

environments in BC. 

The ultimate goal of this research is to reduce and stop workplace violence, identify 

the drivers of workplace violence, and examine the extent that workplace violence is 

normalized in the workplace.  We trust that the findings will assist participating sawmills  

and have relevance to other resource industries and manufacturing environments.   
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INDUSTRY OVERVIEW 

As the largest producer of softwood lumber in Canada, the BC forest industry is a key 

contributor to the Canadian economy.  Recognized as international leaders in sustainable 

forest management, the industry supplies a broad range of products to domestic and 

international markets.   The industry can be categorized into six main sectors; including, 

primary manufacturing, forest management, secondary manufacturing, fibre supply and 

wholesale, forest innovation, and silviculture.  Central to the social fabric and economic well-

being of many communities, the primary manufacturing of lumber represents the largest 

sector within this industry, and in 2013 lumber manufacturing accounted for 68 percent of 

the provincial GDP and represented 57 percent of the employment generated by the forest 

industry.1   

British Columbia wood industries are the largest producers and exporters of softwood 

lumber in Canada.  The Council of Forest Industries (COFI) specified that in 2013 BC 

produced 12.7 billion board feet of softwood lumber, representing 52 percent of Canada’s 

softwood production. BC exported 53 percent of that production to the United States (US), 

31 percent to China, and 10 percent to Japan. 

Coniferous softwood supplies most of the manufacturers in these industries and is 

primarily cut in BC.  Deciduous trees found mainly in southern Ontario, Quebec, and the 

Maritimes supply the rest of the industry.  Although not technically a hardwood, Alberta 

supplies large volumes of aspen and poplar.2  The lumber or wood-manufacturing sector 

includes sawmills, planer mills, and pulp and paper mills.  It also comprises establishments 

engaged in the preserving of wood and/or making products that improve the natural 

                                                
1 Council of Forest Industries, BC Forest Industry: Economic Impact Study, 2015; 2015http://www.cofi.org/ wp-

content/uploads/2015/01/bc_industry_impact_01-2015.pdf.  Accessed November 2016. 
2 http://www.thecanadianencyclopeida.ca/en/article/lumber-and-wood-industries 
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characteristics of wood by making veneers, plywood, reconstituted wood panel products or 

engineered wood assemblies, and millwork.3 

Forestry activity in BC is separated into two main regions—the Coastal and Interior 

Regions.  The West Coast produces high-quality wood products from larger diameter logs 

and sought-after species; such as, Douglas fir, hemlock and western red cedar, and represents 

approximately 30 percent of lumber manufacturing activity in BC.  Seventy percent of 

lumber manufacturing activity takes place in the interior of the province for its supply of 

softwoods such as spruce, pine and fir.  The Interior Region produces 80 percent of BC’s 

softwood lumber.  Timber tenures issued by the BC government permit forestry companies to 

harvest wood in exchange for stumpage fees and forest management responsibilities. 

In 2013, there were about 250 primary and 1525 secondary forest products 

manufacturing facilities in all parts of the province.  Also estimated is that 40 percent of 

regional economies were reliant on forestry activity.4  Sawmills in BC operate in competitive 

global markets and produce various wood products; such as, structural lumber, veneers, and 

plywood.  Established in forest-dependent communities and often the main employers of 

regional economies, these mill operations and their respective communities become 

vulnerable to fluctuations of markets, economic downturns, and the health of the forests—

such as the pine beetle infestation that significantly tightened the supply of merchantable 

pine.  

The wood industry must deal with many basic trends; such as, market globalization, 

acceleration of technological innovation and compliance with the principles of sustainable 

development.  In addition, the industry also faces protectionist pressure from its main trading 

                                                
3 Statistic Canada, 2009.  Accessed November 2016.  
4 Council of Forest Industries, BC Forest Industry, Economic Impact Study, 2015; 2015http://www.cofi.org/ wp-

content/uploads/2015/01/bc_industry_impact_01-2015.pdf.  Accessed November 2016. 
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partner, the United States (US), the changing value of the Canadian dollar, an increase in 

energy and raw material costs, as well as fluctuating prices for lumber.5  

In recent years, and in an effort to retain or gain trading positions within fluctuating 

markets, the forest industry underwent major restructuring.  Lumber manufacturing in BC 

was affected with dramatic employment losses; production curtailments, mill closures, over-

supplies as result of the recession in the US.  The pine beetle infestation in BC resulted in the 

displacement of 15,700 forestry workers. The Province of BC experienced the highest job 

losses in Canada (38%), followed by Quebec (30%), and Ontario (12%).6 

British Columbia sawmills compete in global commodity markets and focus on 

finding efficiencies, maximizing production, and minimizing cost.  Further, BC is host to 

large private forest companies, with the majority of these companies operating in BC for 

more than 50 years.  Sawmill operations participating in this study are among the largest 

employers in the province and noted as being in the top100 forest companies in the world.7 

Lumber manufacturing is impacted by economic growth, population growth, 

exchange rate appreciation or depreciation, housing markets, and productivity improvements, 

all of which can in turn affect productivity and therefore lower demand for labour. Sawmill 

positions earn higher wages than national and provincial averages and require longer working 

shifts, often with alternating day and night shifts.  Employees in this industry have 

considerable opportunity for advancement with increasing experience within the organization 

and/or additional certification and/or education.  Some of the positions are highly skilled to 

deal with the sophistication of the equipment, the management of operations and human 

resources, and the complex logistics of the environment.  Fewer women are employed in this 

                                                
5 Statistics Canada, The Canadian Lumber Industry: Recent Trends, Analysis Brief.  Dufour, D., June 2007. 
6 Statistic Canada, 2009. 
7 Council of Forest Industries, BC Forest Industry Economic Impact Study, January 2015. 



Workplace Violence in Sawmills in BC Page |15 

industry than in other industries in Canada, and nearly every employee in the industry is 

in the private sector. 8  Most positions are full-time work and most mills are unionized 

environments bound by collective agreements.  For the purpose of this study, the United 

Steel Workers’ Union is the bargaining unit representing all the hourly sawmill employees 

participating in this study. 

The Canadian National Occupational Classification (NOC) system refers to the North 

American Classification System (NAICS) for describing the wood industry and the lumber 

manufacturing sector, dividing the industry into three groups:  Sawmills and Wood presser-

vation (NAICS 3211), Veneer, Plywood and Engineered Wood Product Manufacturing 

(NAICS 3212), and Other Wood Products (NAICS 3219).  Included in the Sawmill and 

Wood preservation group are sub-groups; including, sawmills, shingle and shake mills, and 

wood preservation mills.  For the purpose of this study, only sawmill operations were 

involved and comprise establishments primarily engaged in manufacturing lumber, timbers, 

logs, and other wood-related products. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Researchers have suggested that workplace violence existed in the early Twentieth 

Century; however, the topic has only begun to receive earnest attention (Chechak & Csiernik, 

2014).  Workplace violence sees growing interest from academia, in occupational health and 

safety and mental health areas and is now represented in employment and human rights 

legislation in all provinces in Canada.  In the last decade, workplace violence is of increasing 

concern, particularly in Canada, the United States (US), the United Kingdom (UK), Europe 

and Australia.  Workplace sectors determined as being most exposed to violence are health 

and social work, with health-care workers and professionals being at a higher risk of 

                                                
8 https://www.workbc.ca/Labour-Market-Information/Industry-Profiles/11. 
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workplace violence (Henderson, 2010).  Researchers estimate that health-care workers face 

16 times the risk of violence from patients or clients compared to other service workers. 

Other sectors exposed to violence include the transportation sector, public 

administration and defence, hotels and restaurants, education, and other service activities 

such as public transportation.  Workers in life science and health professions are among the 

highest affected occupations for workplace violence. Personal and protective service workers 

are the second occupational group affected by workplace violence, followed by life science 

and health associate professionals, drivers and mobile plant operators, customer service 

clerks, and teaching professionals (Parent-Thirion, Fernandez Macias, Hurley, & Vermeylen, 

2007). Given the expansive literature on workplace violence, data from workplace violence 

in the forestry sector, particularly sawmills in BC, is virtually non-existent.  This research 

seeks to address these gaps and will enlarge the body of knowledge in this area.   

A number of sources were consulted and referenced to provide a sound backdrop and 

inform the design of this study.  The review included academic, work psychology, and 

business management articles.  Provincial and federal legislation on workplace violence in 

Canada was consulted as well as social science databases such as ABI/INFORM, Science 

Direct, Web of Science, EBSCO, ProQuest, and Emerald to complete the review.  The 

literature drew from workplace violence research findings conducted in Canada, the United 

States, the United Kingdom, Europe, and Australia. 

THE CRISIS OF WORK 

Sawmills in Canada and particularly in BC have experienced difficult economic and 

trading conditions in recent in years.  Employees and entire communities have been impacted 

and are recovering from drastic efforts to keep lumber manufacturing a key international 

trader.  This situation created what Braverman (1999) referred to as a crisis work 
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environment where the workplace turns into a pressure cooker of stress that threatens to 

destroy the health and, in some cases, the lives of working people.  Braverman further argued 

that some of the causes of stress come from union and company management embattling and 

mistrusting the other; human resources and employee relations departments overwhelmed by 

the demands of unrelenting organizational change; and murderous domestic violence spilling 

into the workplace.  Such environments foster competition and uncertainty that set people 

against one another, pushing many past their limits—and for many workers, turning the 

workplace into a place of desperation, isolation, and despair (Braverman, 1999; Tehrani, 

2012).   

The sources of stress on organizational systems are multiple and complex and can 

originate from the work situation itself as well as from outside the work environment in the 

community and within the family.  The causes of workplace violence range from the continu-

ing stress of organization restructuring; to an incident that kills, sickens, or maims; to an 

episode or pattern of abuse or harassment (Tehrani, 2012; Namie and Namie. 2011).  

Pauchant and Mitroff (1992) argued that leaders in crisis-prepared organizations understand 

that stress directly affecting the people in their companies can come from diverse sources and 

have a direct impact on the health of their employees and the success of their business 

(Baptiste, 2008).   

Pauchant and Mitroff (1992) further posited that crisis-prepared businesses have 

systems to alert them to stressors and danger signs that can trigger workplace violence.  

Some of the stressors that alert attention include conflicts between employees; including, 

harassment, fights, threats, or severe breakdown in work group functioning; increasing 

diversity of the workforce, which can result in sexual harassment allegations and discrimina-

tion claims (Cobb, 2015)—as well as, morale, productivity, and a lack of safety arising in the 
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midst of downsizing or restructuring.  The relentless pace of change, both inside the 

workplace and in society at large, continues to cause stress and disruptions that affect 

individuals and the work organizations they inhabit, causing a loss of job security for 

employees at all levels (Baptiste, 2008).  Furthermore, greater pressure to increase perform-

ance causes stress levels to reach the breaking point for many employees, creating mounting 

concerns about violence and conflict within the workplace.  

Managers and health and safety professionals must confront confusing and complex 

workplace issues involving drug and alcohol abuse, domestic violence, and mental health and 

behaviour problems, in turn creating concerns about safety at work.9  Additionally, employ-

ees in high-risk industries (i.e. health care, retail, transportation) suffer high rates of fatal and 

non-fatal assaults and threats at the hands of patients, customers, and criminals.  As stress 

increases both at home and at the ever-changing workplace, instances of unstable and 

problematic behaviour increase as well (Braverman, 1999). 

Workplace violence can also be viewed as a crisis where every situation involving a 

threat or act of violence is preceded by early signs of trouble.  Organizations at risk may 

experience high levels of grievances, indicating poor morale or labour-management conflict, 

incidents of assaults or threats from employees, clients or customers, or requests for 

increased security on entering or leaving the facility at night (Pauchant & Mitroff, 1992).  

Braverman (1999) also suggested that the signs of an organization in crisis could involve a 

single employee submitting a claim for stress, complaining of harassment, or reporting 

domestic abuse.  The employment relationship provides a context in which employers can act 

effectively to evaluate and resolve the threat to safety, personal health, and financial health, 

                                                
9 Great Place to Work Institute Canada, 2011. 
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as well as prevent and stop the damage of bullying and violence in the workplace (Namie & 

Namie. 2011). 

A workplace can thrive only when its members feel positively connected to one 

another and when employees at all levels feel trusting towards the organization as a whole 

(Baptiste, 2008); Namie & Namie. 2011).  When change and trauma are poorly or incorrectly 

handled, people at all levels of the organization become nervous, unsure of their footing and 

of their interdependence in relation to others in the structure, which results in critical break-

downs in trust and communication (Baptiste, 2008; Chechak & Csiernik, 2014).  Within the 

employment relationship, when a breakdown of trust and communication occurs, people will 

more likely suffer in silence rather than reach out for help.  Managers and supervisors may 

hide worrisome or explosive situations rather than bring them to the attention of their 

superiors.  When there is no trust, people don’t communicate (Braverman, 1999).  Without 

communication, no early warning and no opportunity to take corrective measures exists 

(Baptiste, 2009).  

Therefore, violence at work occurs in the context of a larger system.  Consequently, 

stresses affecting contemporary workplaces manifest directly in system-level crises, 

involving breakdowns in communication between workers and management, loss of morale 

and loyalty to the company, and the failure of systems designed to deal with conflict resolu-

tion, fairness, and physical security itself (Pauchant & Mitroff, 1992).  From an individual 

perspective, increasing alienation, stress, and helplessness lead inevitably to dysfunctional, 

disruptive, and even dangerous behaviours (i.e. violence).  Braverman (1999) opined that 

only confronting these phenomena on a system level and only through proactive strategies 

could workplace violence be prevented. 
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According to their work on bullying and its negative effects on the workplace, Namie 

& Namie (2011) state that the issue of most employees remaining at risk of workplace 

violence is a key fundamental characteristic of the modern workforce.  Chechak and Csiernik 

(2014) emphasize that a well [healthy] workplace represents one where its employees, 

customers, and visitors do not feel subjected to actions or events that jeopardize their safety.  

Essentially, the responsibility to alleviate threats and violence is a value espoused by leaders 

in organizations. 

Workplace violence is not a rare occurrence.  In 2005, more than one-half of organi-

zations in the US with more than 1,000 employees acknowledged at least one incident of 

violence during the course of the year.10  Despite best efforts, not all actions are foreseeable 

and preventable, making necessary and imperative the development of an understanding of 

the range of actions that constitute workplace violence and a corresponding range of 

prevention initiatives.   

UNDERSTANDING WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Important to understand are what causes some people to become violent and how to 

identify the violent employee with whom organizations and society should be concerned. 

Baron et al. (1999) conceptualized workplace violence and aggression to include a variety of 

behaviours, ranging from psychological acts (i.e. shouting), and physical assaults (i.e. 

fighting, hitting) (Dupre & Barling, 2002). Baron et al. further argued that aggressive 

workplace behaviours can be grouped into three categories:  

• expressions of hostility, which includes hostile verbal or symbolic 

behaviours, such as ‘the silent treatment’;  

                                                
10 Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2006. 
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• obstructionism, which involves behaviours that are designed to hamper the 

target’s performance, such as refusing to provide needed resources; and  

• overt aggression that involves assaults and the destruction of property.  

Edward (2009) stated that each day, workers face potential threatening experiences, 

including but not limited to bullying, harassment, or physical aggressive acts by coworkers, 

supervisors, clients, or people extraneous to the work environment. 

The Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety (CCOHS) defines 

workplace violence as follows: 

• Threatening behaviour such as shaking fists, destroying property, or 

throwing objects. 

• Verbal or written threats such as any expression of intent to inflict harm. 

• Harassment such as any behaviour that demeans, embarrasses, humiliates, 

annoys, alarms or verbally abuses a person and that is known or would be 

expected to be unwelcome.  Harassment includes words, gestures, 

intimidation, bullying, or other inappropriate activities. 

• Verbal abuses such as swearing, insults or condescending language. 

• Physical attacks such as hitting, shoving, pushing or kicking. 

In addition, the CCOHS stipulates that rumours, pranks, arguments, property 

damage, vandalism, sabotage, theft, physical assaults, psychological trauma, anger-related 

incidents, rape, arson and murder are all examples of workplace violence conduct.11  

CCOHS further clarifies that workplace violence is not limited to incidents that occur within 

                                                
11 Canadian Centre of Occupational Health and Safety, 2012. Retrieved from http://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/ 

psychosocial/violence.html 

http://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/
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a traditional workplace but that incidents can also occur away from work and result from 

work, at work-related functions, social events, at home, or in the community at large.   

The government of BC through the agency of WorkSafeBC defines workplace 

violence similarly in Section 4.27 of BC’s Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) 

Regulations:   

Workplace violence among employees is defined in Section 4.24 of the BC Workers 

Compensation Act and clarifies improper activity or behaviour as follows: 

a) The attempted or actual exercise by a worker towards another 

worker of any physical force so as to cause injury, and includes any 

threatening statement or behaviour which gives the worker 

reasonable cause to believe he or she is at risk of injury, and 

b) Horseplay, practical jokes, unnecessary running and jumping or 

similar conduct. 

The Act further emphasizes that health and safety is everyone’s responsibility 

and specifies that Every worker must take reasonable care to protect the worker’s health 

and safety and the health and safety of other persons who may be affected by the 

worker’s acts or missions at work.  

Incidents of violence include attempted or actual exercise(s) of physical force by a 

person, other than a worker, so as to cause injury to a worker and includes any 

threatening statements or behaviour that causes a worker to reasonably believe he or 

she is at risk of injury. 
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Occupational Health and Safety policies came into effect in April 2013, under 

sections 115, 116, and 117 of the Worker’s Compensation Act dealing with workplace 

bullying and harassment. WorkSafeBC provides an explicit definition:12 

a) Includes any inappropriate conduct or comment by a person 

towards a worker that the person knew or reasonably ought to have 

known would cause that worker to be humiliated or intimidated;  

b) Excludes any reasonable action taken by an employer or supervisor 

relating to the management and direction of workers or the place of 

employment. 

WorkSafeBC further clarifies what defines bullying and harassing behaviour 

by providing examples—verbal aggression or yelling, humiliating initiation practices 

or hazing, spreading malicious rumours, or calling someone derogatory names.  

WorkSafeBC further highlights what defines bullying and harassment behaviours by 

providing examples of behaviours that are not in of themselves acts of bullying and 

harassment—expressing differences of opinions, offering constructive feedback, 

guidance, or advice about work-related behaviour, or reasonable action taken by an 

employer or supervisor relating to the management and direction of workers, or the 

place of employment (i.e. managing a worker’s performance, taking reasonable 

disciplinary actions, assigning work).13  

Health and Safety Regulations further established standards of conduct by stating 

that, a worker’s obligations to take reasonable care to protect the health and safety of 

                                                
12 https://www.worksafebc.com/en/law-policy/occupational-health-safety/searchable-ohs-regulation/ohs-

policies/policies-for-the-workers-compensation-act#SectionNumber:D3-115-2. 
13, 14 WorkSafeBC, 2016.  Retrieved from https://www.worksafebc.com/en/health-safety/bullying-harassment.  

https://www.worksafebc.com/en/health-safety/bullying-harassment
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themselves or others, and that duties of employees and supervisors must include the 

following:14  

a) Not engaging in bullying and harassment of other workers, 

supervisors, the employer or persons acting on behalf of the 

employer; 

b) Reporting if bullying and harassment is observed or experienced in 

the workplace; and 

c) Applying and complying with the employer’s policies and 

procedures on bullying and harassment. 

Increasingly, workplace violence is a growing concern to employers and employees 

nationwide and beyond.  For instance, in the US, the Department of Labour’s Occupational 

Health and Administration defines workplace violence similarly and claims that, it can range 

from threats and verbal abuse to physical assaults and homicide, one of the leading causes of 

job-related deaths.15   

In the European Union, the definition of workplace violence includes physical, 

psychological and/or sexual behaviour; a one-off incident or more systematic pattern of 

behaviours; violence amongst colleagues; between supervisors, subordinates, or by third 

parties (i.e. clients, customers, patients, pupils, etc.).  

Violence can range from minor cases of disrespect to more serious acts, including 

criminal offences, which require the intervention of public authorities (The HSE, 2003). The 

National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH; as cited in Cobb, 2015) in the 

                                                

 

 
15 https://www.osha.gov/OshDoc/data_General_Facts/factsheet-workplace-violence.pdf 
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US defined workplace violence as simply any physical assault, threatening behaviour, or 

verbal abuse occurring in the work setting. It covers traditional forms of physical violence 

and more recently recognized forms of violence, such as psychological harassment. Under 

NIOSH’s working definition, workplace violence includes beatings, stabbings, shootings, 

and rapes, along with psychological traumas; such as, threats, obscene phone calls, an 

intimidating presence, harassment, and includes suicides and ‘near’ suicides as types of 

workplace violence (Cobb, 2015; Folger & Baron, 1996).  

According to Chechak & Csiernik (2014), as a social phenomenon, workplace 

violence lacks a uniform definition, resultant theoretical framework, and also suffers from 

what Crawshaw (2009) calls a growing problem of conflicting terms and definitions (p. 263). 

Workplace violence researchers identified behaviours and activities associated with verbal 

threats, sexual harassment, spreading gossip, shaking fists, throwing property, humiliating or 

annoying a person, swearing, using condescending language, engaging in pranks, or spread-

ing rumours (Ashforth, 1994; CCOHS, 2012; Kraus, Blander, & McArthur, 1995). In an 

attempt to uncover patterns and consequences of workplace violence, researchers borrowed 

and applied conceptual frameworks to the workplace in more prominent areas of concern; 

such as, bullying (Monks et al., 2009; Tehrani, 2012), emotional abuse (Keashly, 1998), 

interpersonal violence (Ontario Safety Association for Community and Healthcare, 2009), 

and sexual harassment (Barling, Rogers, & Kelloway, 2001). 
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The World Health Organization (WHO) defines workplace violence as: 

This definition associates intentionality with the committing of an act itself, irrespective of 

the outcome it produces.  

A review of contemporary literature recognises that workplace violence is not 

constant and that violence in the workplace has occurred since organized labour was incepted 

(Chechak & Csiernik, 2014). According to Bowie et al. (2005) and Howard (1996), violence 

in the workplace can be defined according to the relationship between the perpetrator and the 

victim and includes four types of violence.  

 

 

The intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against another 

person or against a group, in work-related circumstances, that either results in or has 

a high degree of likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, mal-

development or deprivation (WHO, 2002).  

Type I- External/Intrusive violence, which entails workplace violence event s of 

criminal intent by unknown assailants as in a robbery. This also includes terrorist 

acts, protest violence, mental illness or drug related aggression, and random violence.  

Type II- Consumer related violence includes workplace violence events involving 

customer/patient/client and family violence against staff, vicarious trauma to staff, 

and staff violence to clients/customers as in terrorist acts.  
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Research was first published in the late 1970s to help understand the multifaceted 

nature of violence as a product of various levels of influence in behaviour and focuses on the 

individual, relationship, community, and societal levels. Violence may be caused by different 

factors at different stages of life. The individual level identifies the biological and personal 

history factors that an individual brings to his or her behaviour. This perspective also 

includes biological and demographic factors; such as, impulsivity, low educational attain-

ment, substance abuse, and prior history of aggression and abuse (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

This level focuses on the characteristics of the individual that increase the likelihood of being 

a victim or a perpetrator of violence (Reiss & Roth, 1993).  

The second level of the ecological model explores how social relationships (i.e. with 

peers, intimate partners, and family members) increase the risk for violent victimization and 

perpetration of violence. In the case of partner violence, interacting at an almost daily basis 

or sharing a common dwelling with an abuser may increase the opportunity for violent 

encounters. Peers, intimate partners, and family members all have the potential to shape an 

individual’s behaviour and range of experiences (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The community 

level examines the community contexts in which social relationships are embedded (i.e. 

schools, workplaces, and neighbourhoods) and seeks to identify the characteristics of these 

settings that are associated with being victims or perpetrators of violence. Research on 

violence shows that opportunity for violence is greater in some community contexts than 

Type III—Relationship violence includes worker-on-worker violence (including 

bullying) involving current or former coworkers and managers and includes domestic 

violence, sexual harassment at work, and third party violence.  

Type IV- Organizational violence occurs against staff, consumers/clients/patients, and 

other organizations or communities.  
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others (i.e. in areas of poverty or physical deterioration or where there are few institutional 

supports) (Thornberry, Huizinga, & Loeber, 1995).  

The larger societal factors influencing rates of violence include factors that create an 

acceptable climate for violence, those that reduce inhibitions against violence, and those that 

create and sustain gaps between different segments of society or exacerbate tensions between 

different groups or countries. Larger societal factors include cultural norms that support 

violence as an acceptable way to resolve conflicts and norms that entrench male dominance 

over women and children. Societal factors also include the health, educational, economic, 

and social policies that maintain high levels of economic or social inequality between groups 

in society (Lipsey & Derzon, 1998).   

Workplace violence, in which an employee or former employee acts in a threatening 

or destructive manner towards fellow employees, supervisors, or the property of the 

workplace, is the result of the interaction between a violence-prone individual and a system 

that provokes the violence or allows it to happen (Braverman, 1999). Braverman further 

argued that the primary barrier to effective violence prevention is the tendency of employers 

to do things the way they have always been done when there is a question of threatening 

behaviour or when an act of violence has been committed. The legal and bureaucratic origins 

of the style of employer-employee relationships that does little to address these issues occurs 

in large part because relational constraints set the employer and employee against one 

another, ultimately setting the stage for disaster. 

WORKPLACE VIOLENCE:  MAPPING THE CANADIAN TERRAIN 

Canada has seen violence in the workplace emerge as a significant occupational 

health and safety problem in the last decade. For example, Boyd’s (1995) research on 

workplace violence in BC exposed the face of workplace violence in BC between 1982 and 
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1992. The research included provincial workers and revealed the high existence of workplace 

violence in the health care industry between nurses, care aides, and their patients. The find-

ings also revealed that occupations and environments most likely to experience workplace 

violence included nurses and health care workers in institutions, doormen, bartenders, and 

waitresses in the alcohol-hospitality industry, taxi drivers, bus drivers, police officers, 

correctional officers, private security officers, and with retail clerks and cashiers.  Violence 

experienced by these occupations included being punched in the head, jaw, and back; bitten; 

kicked; and robbed by knifepoint. Consequences and injuries sustained from violence inci-

dents entailed a strained back, broken arm, muscle strain to shoulder and neck, post-traumatic 

stress from the violent incident, injuries to back and head, and knee injury.  

According to the 2004 General Social Survey on victimization, 17 percent of self-

reported incidents of violent victimization occurred in the workplace16. Canadian provinces 

reported incidents including sexual assault, robbery, and physical assault, which added up to 

356, 000 violent workplace incidents.   Newfoundland and Labrador experienced the highest 

level of workplace violence at 40 percent, followed by Saskatchewan and Alberta at 20 

percent each, and Nova Scotia at 11 percent (Statistics Canada, 2009). The survey showed 

that the victims of violence worked in social assistance or health care (33%), accommodation 

or food services (14%), and in education (11%). In two out of three incidents, someone who 

knew the victim committed the violent act. In 18 percent of incidents, the victim knew the 

accused and was a coworker of the perpetrator.  In 38 percent of the reported incidents, the 

accused was someone known by the victim or had another type of relationship with the 

victim (i.e. a patient, a client, a customer, or a former coworker; Statistics Canada, 2009). 

Further, in 46 percent of incidents, the victim believed the incident was related to the 

                                                
16 Statistics Canada, 2009. 
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perpetrator’s use of drugs or alcohol (Statistics Canada, 2009). The most commonly reported 

emotional consequences impacting victims were feelings of anger (21%), being upset, 

confused or frustrated (20%), and feeling fearful (15%).17  

Harris Poll conducted another Canadian research in 2014 entitled Bullying in the 

Workplace Study.  This report published statistics indicating that 45 percent of workers have 

felt bullied at their job; 26 percent of victims have left a job because of bullying; 26 percent 

of respondents said they felt bullied in their current position; 49 percent of victims said 

bosses were the perpetrators; 44 percent of victims reported the problem to HR; and 54 

percent of those victims said no action was taken to resolve the problem (as cited in Cobb, 

2015). The Harris Research conducted found that nearly half (45%) of Canadian workers felt 

bullied on the job, and 1 in 4 workers who felt bullied had left a job because of bullying. The 

nationwide online survey was conducted on behalf of CareerBuilder.ca and included more 

than 400 workers across industries and company sizes. The results showed that despite the 

prevalence of workplace bullying, many workers do not come forward to report it, and many 

of those who do, feel their complaints are not heard.  

The Harris research also asked respondents to define bullying. From intimidation to 

insults, bullying occurs in many forms. Respondents were asked how they felt bullied, and 54 

percent of respondents stated that they were falsely accused of making mistakes; 51 percent 

                                                
17 Statistics Canada, 2009. 

Workers should feel comfortable coming forward if they feel they are being bullied, 

and employers should take these complaints seriously, as they can lead to larger 

problems that affect not just the individual employee, but the entire organization 

(CareerBuilder Canada, 2014, para.2).  
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indicated they were ignored—their comments were dismissed or not acknowledged; 37 per-

cent said that the boss or coworkers constantly criticized them; 35 percent said different 

standards or policies applied to them that did not apply to others; 35 percent stated that they 

were the topic of office gossip; 32 percent stated that coworkers made belittling comments 

about them during meetings; 24 percent said that the boss yelled at them in front of other 

coworkers; 21 percent stated that others purposely excluded them from projects or meetings; 

16 percent stated that others picked on them about personal attributes (i.e. race, gender, 

appearance); and 15 percent said that someone stole credit for their work. Of those who felt 

bullied at work, at least 2 in 5 (43%) said it was more than a one-time incident.18  

When it comes to the biggest workplace bullies, those who felt bullied at work said 

bosses were the number one tyrants (49%), followed by coworkers (47%). Thirty-two percent 

of victims of workplace bullying said that a customer was the culprit, and 23 percent reported 

feeling victimized by a superior within the company other than their boss. Half the office 

bullying victims said their bullies were older compared to them (50%), and nearly 3 in 10 

(28%) said their bullies were younger. About 1 in 5 victims (22%) indicated people their own 

age bullied them.  

With respect to reporting the problem, the majority of office workers chose to keep 

silent. Only 44 percent of workplace bully victims reported the problem to HR, and half of 

those workers said no action was taken to relieve the situation (54%). More than half of those 

who said they were bullied decided to take matters into their own hands (55%) with varying 

results. Twenty-six percent of workers said the bullying stopped when they confronted their 

tormenter; however, nearly the same number (28%) also confronted their bully only to see 

                                                
18 http://www.careerbuilder.ca/ca/share/aboutus/pressreleasesdetail.aspx?sd=11%2F13%2F2014&id=pr68&ed= 

12%2F31%2F2014 
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the bullying continue, and another 2 percent said the bullying got even worse. With a pure 

probability sample of 422, one could say with a 95 percent probability that the overall results 

among Canadian employees have a sampling error of +/-4.77 percentage points.  Sampling 

error for data from sub-samples is higher and varies. This information derived from 

CareerBuilder, which represents a leading job site in Canada and powers career centers for 

more than 250 Canadian partners that reach national, local, industry and niche audiences.19  

Research from the Queen’s School of Business at Queen’s University in Kingston, 

Ontario, concluded that harassment in Canadian workplaces had decreased by a small but 

significant amount since 2012 (as cited in Cobb, 2015). The faculty’s new study, in which a 

Leger Marketing poll questioned a sample of 1,501 Canadian workers in April 2014, found 

that 23 percent of respondents had personally experienced some form of workplace harass-

ment at some time in their lives, while about 25 percent of the sample had witnessed 

coworkers harassing others. These numbers were down from 28 percent and 33 percent 

respectively from a similar poll conducted in 2012. While 31 percent of female respondents 

had experienced or were currently experiencing workplace harassment, as opposed to 22 

percent of males, about 3 out of 10 men said they had witnessed harassment, while only 2 in 

10 women had been witnesses. Despite the slight decline in the research findings from 2012 

and 2014, the research pointed out that workplace harassment remains a pervasive problem in 

Canada (Cobb, 2015).  

The research also suggested that employers could tackle the problem through estab-

lishing policies with education and clear messages, through a code-of-conduct policy. 

Training was also identified as an approach to be adopted to gain greater understanding about 

                                                
19 http://www.careerbuilder.ca/ca/share/aboutus/pressreleasesdetail.aspx?sd=11%2F13%2F2014&id= 

pr68&ed=12%2F31%2F2014 

http://www.careerbuilder.ca/ca/share/aboutus/pressreleasesdetail.aspx?sd=11%2F13%2F2014&id=pr68&ed=12%2F31%2F2014
http://www.careerbuilder.ca/ca/share/aboutus/pressreleasesdetail.aspx?sd=11%2F13%2F2014&id=pr68&ed=12%2F31%2F2014
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where people cross the line. The research highlighted that one of the best predictors of 

whether an organization is going to have high versus low levels of harassment include 

whether supervisors take harassment at work seriously. Therefore, the research called for 

leadership training and leadership enforcement to prevent and foster a harassment-free 

workplace (Cobb, 2015). 

The Mental Health Commission of Canada (MHCC) reports that in any given year, 1 

in 5 people in Canada experience a mental health problem or illness with a cost to the 

economy estimated to be in excess of $50 billion annually (as cited in Cobb, 2015). On any 

given week, more than 500,000 Canadians will not go to work because of mental illness.  

More than 30 percent of disability claims and 70 percent of disability costs are attributed to 

mental illness.  Championed by the MHCC and developed by the Canadian Standards 

Association (CSA Group) and the Bureau de normalisation du Québec (BNQ), the National 

Standard of Canada for Psychological Health and Safety (PH&S) in the Workplace (the 

Standard) was established in 2013.   

The Standard is a voluntary set of guidelines, tools and resources focused on 

promoting employees’ psychological health and preventing psychological harm due to 

workplace factors (The Mental Health Commission of Canada [MHCC], 2013). The Standard 

provides a systematic approach for employers to develop and sustain, or further their efforts 

at improving outcomes for a psychologically healthy and safe workplace, including the 

identification of psychological hazards in the workplace; the assessment and control of the 

risks in the workplace associated with hazards that cannot be eliminated (i.e. stressors due to 

organizational change or reasonable job demands); the implementation of practices that 

support and promote psychological health and safety in the workplace; the growth of a 
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culture that promotes psychological health and safety in the workplace; and the implement-

tation of measurement and review systems to ensure sustainability (MHCC, 2013).20  

THE CONTINUUM OF WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

The continuum of violence represents a theoretical construct that recognizes that 

physical, social, and even spiritual violence are equally important forms of workplace vio-

lence to consider (Chechak and Csiernik, 2014).  Acknowledging this continuum validates 

the experiences of victims of all forms of violence, not just physical, which are only now 

beginning to develop recognition as legitimate forms. The relative invisibility of psycholog-

ical effects and outcomes compared to obvious physical or illness-related risks, might explain 

the absence of regulatory frameworks in this domain (Lippel and Quinlan, 2011).  All forms 

of violence are harmful and are ultimately detrimental to employee and organizational 

wellness.   

Lippel and Quinlan (2011) further pointed out that the violence continuum model 

includes recognizing the fluidity of the risk of violence, which can change unexpectedly 

based on fluctuations in any number of occupations, environmental, and personal character-

istics of the workforce. This point is supported by Braverman’s (1999) suggestion that 

violence is the outcome of unbearable stress experienced by a person who can become 

violent when the relevant conditions are provided.  Braverman stated that if a person is 

pushed daily beyond his or her limit to endure abuse and humiliation by a bully or a person in 

a position of power, violence represents an attempt to take action in response to a condition, a 

need, or a demand. However, under conditions of unbearable stress, some people become 

violent and some do not. Braverman reasoned that unbearable stress can be catastrophic to a 

                                                
20  http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/national-standard 
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person’s life and can result in serious or chronic physical illness, emotional breakdown, 

suicide, or violence.   

Understanding a person’s background and emotional functioning can assist in the 

evaluation of a person’s ability to withstand stress and to find acceptable, useful ways to deal 

with conflict, anger, frustration, and pressure (Braverman, 1999).  For instance, an individ-

ual’s interpersonal functioning in relationship with other people (i.e. interaction, mutual 

agreements or manipulation and intimidation, blaming others or ‘the system’ for what goes 

wrong in his/her life, and the state of his self-esteem) can be indicative of violent tendencies. 

The risk of violent behaviour is also associated with personal and cultural background, which 

can shape a person’s attitudes about the uses and acceptability of violence.  

To understand and predict threatening or violent behaviour, the situation or context 

that pushes the person toward violent or threatening behaviour must be considered. 

Braverman (1999) stated that in the workplace context, factors associated with loss of 

employment at mid or late career include demotion or loss of job security, injury or illness 

leading to disruption of body image or sense of competence and control, rejection or threat of 

abandonment at home (which is often the cause of domestic violence), humiliation, and being 

cut off from other people. These stressors relate directly to the personality issues described 

earlier. With feelings of powerlessness in an organizational context, some people begin to 

feel at risk for violent or threatening behaviour. An employee can blame the organization or 

the system for his or her misfortunes.  For example, workers experiencing disconnection with 

the organization will progressively alienate the people around themselves and use up the 

resources and good will of the systems designed to support them. Without support, a person 

can feel isolated and desperate.  Therefore, the depression that sets in can actually remove 

necessary supports to the individual’s physical, financial, and social well-being.  
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Violence exists in settings where an individual with a predisposition for violence 

enters into a situation that pushes that individual past his or her ability to cope non-violently; 

therefore, this represents how the stage is set for violence (Braverman, 1999). Braverman 

was of the opinion that for violence to occur, it must be allowed to happen. A violence-

proactive organization will have the capacity to recognize the warning signs of stress-related 

breakdown and to take action that will interrupt or affect the process. Achieving this capacity 

is the basis and goal of violence prevention policies and activities. However, a change in 

working conditions or a layoff may remain relatively out of the control of the employer. 

Therefore, effective violence prevention depends on the ability of the social or organizational 

setting to mediate or moderate the effect of those stressors on the individual. 

EMPLOYER OBLIGATIONS, INTERVENTION AND PREVENTION  

Effective violence prevention in the workplace entails early notification and stress 

reduction (Braverman, 1999; Namie & Namie. 2011). A crisis-prone organization can lead to 

a violent or self-destructive outcome. An employee subjected to stressors, such as injury, 

illness, job changes, financial stress, exposure to violence, family stress, and job loss may 

display behaviours similar to threatening behaviour, change in performance, lowered per-

formance, disability, and negative well-being (Baptiste, 2009; Braverman, 1999; Namie & 

Namie. 2011; WorkSafeBC, 2012). When these behaviours and warning signals appear, the 

response of crisis-prone organizations can contribute directly to tragic or destructive 

outcomes.   

Important is for organizations and management to develop proactive strategies to 

prevent workplace violence. WorkSafeBC (2012) outlined critical factors to be considered in 

the development of a violence prevention program—written policies and procedures, regular 

risk assessments, prevention procedures, work and supervisor training, procedures for re-
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porting and investigating incidents, as well as incident follow-up and program review. 

WorkSafeBC also notes that organizations could develop strategies to prevent violence in  

the workplace for workers travelling to and from work, working alone, and dealing with irate 

customers.  

Workplace violence exerts a human and economic toll on organizations, and it costs 

economies many billions of dollars each year in health care, legal costs, absenteeism from 

work, and lost productivity (Braverman, 1999; Cobb, 2015). Violence in the workplace 

causes immediate and often long-term disruption to interpersonal relationships and to the 

entire working environment. The direct costs of such violence include accidents, illness, 

disability and death, absenteeism, and staff turnover. Indirect costs include reduced work 

performance, a lower quality of products or services, and slower production, as well as 

decreased competitiveness. More intangible costs include damage to the image of the 

organization, decreased motivation and morale, diminished loyalty to the organization,  

lower levels of creativity, and an environment that is less cohesive to work (WHO, 1996).  

Employers must ensure, as far as reasonably practicable, the health, safety, and 

welfare at work of their workers (Baptiste, 2009; Namie & Namie. 2011). Employers should 

also assess the risks to their workers (including the risk of reasonably foreseeable violence); 

decide how significant these risks are; decide what to do to prevent or control the risks; and 

develop a clear management plan to achieve this standard. Employers should also establish 

clear grievance and disciplinary procedure consistent with codes of practice (Cobb, 2015). 

Employers need to consult with the workforce and their representatives about risk assess-

ments and action arising from them (WorkSafeBC, 2012). Best-practice approaches to a 

violence-free workforce include that employers ensure that everyone is aware of the 
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organization’s harassment and violence policy and that everyone is aware of her or his 

responsibilities in relation to the policy (Lippel & Quinlan, 2011).  

Chechak and Csiernik (2014) professed that employers should prevent violence by 

providing a clear statement to staff and service users that harassment and violence will not be 

tolerated and will be treated as disciplinary offences (up to and including dismissal or, if 

appropriate, criminal action)—together with information on how to report harassment and 

violence. Chechak and Csiernik further suggested the importance for organizations to remain 

clear about what constitutes unacceptable behaviour on the part of managers/other workers as 

well as service users or members of the public.  

Organizations should also provide advice to workers on relevant legislation 

applicable to them and their responsibilities within the workplace as well as violence 

prevention measures (i.e. security measures, work environment improvements, restricted 

access, worker behaviour protocols, a culture of dignity at work, punishment for the offender, 

respect at work, screening procedures for employees, training and education, zero tolerance 

policy, access to EAP, legal counselling, anger management classes, training on conflict 

resolution, and training to identify potential victims of violence).  

The HSE (2009a) stated that reporting violence incidents should follow a systematic 

procedure that involves the victim(s) keeping a diary of all incidents (and possible witnesses) 

and copies of anything that is relevant. Parties should provide a statement that all complaints 

should be backed up by detailed information. Organizations should make clear that all parties 

involved will receive an impartial hearing and fair treatment and that the dignity and privacy 

of all will be protected (i.e. no information will be shared to parties not involved in the case). 

The HSE (2009) stated that when reporting violence, organizations should make clear that 

false (i.e. malicious) accusations will not be tolerated and may result in disciplinary action. 
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Organizations should make clear what support is available to the victim/s (including support 

for reintegration if necessary). Even further, the organizations should include information as 

to how the policy is to be implemented, reviewed, and monitored (HSE, 2012).  

The Health & Safety Executive (2012) also highlighted some informal approaches 

that can be implemented to prevent workplace violence. HSE (2012) stated that sometimes 

people are not aware that their behaviour is unwelcome, and an informal discussion can lead 

to greater understanding and an agreement that the behaviour will cease. The result may be 

that individuals will choose to do this themselves, or they may need support from HR, a 

manager, an employee representative, or a counsellor. According to a report by Victim 

Services in Canada in 2012, police identified about 367,000 victims of violent crime in 

Canada (Canadian Resource Centre for Victims of Crime, 2013). The report revealed a wide 

range of supports that are available for victims of violence provincially and federally. The 

type of victim services available are provided in different languages, counselling services, 

psychological assistance, EAPs, self-help/peer support, counsel (group, couple or family), 

conflict resolution, restorative justice services, general information, emotional support, 

public education/prevention, advocacy, training, lobbying activities, and other services 

(Allen, 2014). Employers can use these victim support services to assist workers that have 

experienced workplace violence. 

METHODOLOGY 

In the Fall 2015, a Research Charter was established between the Red Shirt 

Foundation, the United Steel Workers, and the five participating sawmills—Canfor Ltd., 

Intefor, Tolko, Western Forest Products, and Weyerhaeuser Canada—to conduct a study to 

better understand the nature of workplace violence in sawmills in BC.  This Charter docu-
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ments the collaboration of good will of signatories, as well as defines principles to uphold 

and the framework of responsibilities to support the success of the study.  The details of the 

Research Charter are available in Appendix A. 

This research project unfolded in three significant phases: 

Phase 1 included the development of the Research Charter, the initial communication 

to employees about the research (Appendix B), a literature review, the research methodology, 

and the development of survey instruments (Appendix C). 

Phase 2 consisted of collecting and analyzing the data; including sending surveys to 

890 sawmill employees in five mills in BC, conducting 20 one-on-one telephone interviews, 

and facilitating 2 focus group discussions—one with managers and the other with union 

representatives. 

Phase 3 identified research findings and included reporting with managers and union 

representatives to share the preliminary findings and start the discussions on strategies for 

improving workplace wellness and safety and ultimately for stopping workplace violence. 

FOCI OF THE STUDY 

The goal of this study is to gain sector-specific evidence and to provide attainable 

solutions in respect to workplace violence.  In particular, this study seeks to answer the 

following research questions: 

• What are the drivers of workplace violence at sawmills in BC? 

• To what degree is violence accepted or normalized in the workplace? 

• Can research findings be extrapolated to other workplace environments  

in BC? 
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In an effort to gain insights into workplace violence in sawmills in BC, this study 

examined sawmill employees’ perceptions and experiences of workplace violence.  The 

following research objectives (RO) were established: 

RO1:   Understand the behaviours defined by sawmill employees as workplace 

violence. 

RO2: Understand employees’ experiences of workplace violence  

in sawmills in BC. 

RO3: Examine the drivers of workplace violence in sawmills in BC. 

RO4: Define what signals the prevalence of workplace violence in  

sawmills in BC. 

RO5: Understand the consequences of workplace violence. 

RO6: Determine to what degree workplace violence can be stopped  

in sawmills in BC. 

RO7: Determine whether the findings can be extrapolated to other work 

environments in BC. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

A case study approach was utilized to promote a broad scope of engagement from 

sawmill workers to participate in survey activities.  A mixed-methodology approach includ-

ing quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis was used to invite both empirical 

data as well as personal responses from respondents. 

Three survey instruments were developed to gather workplace knowledge in respect 

to workers’ perceptions of and experiences with workplace violence.  A survey made avail-

able both online and in paper form to all 890 employees working at the five mill sites was 

used to gather additional data.  As well, 20 one-on-one telephone interviews and 2 focus 
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group discussions representing all work sites were conducted.  Completing the survey was a 

necessary pre-requisite for volunteers to further participate in a one-on-one telephone inter-

view or in focus group discussions.   

A preliminary analysis of survey findings informed the development of survey 

questions for the one-on-one telephone interviews and focus group discussions.  Each 

survey process ensured ethical standards and procedures, informed consent in gathering 

data from human subjects, ethical research behaviour, the confidentiality of respondents, 

and the avoidance of personal risk to participants.   

SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

The survey method was adopted as an effective research instrument to facilitate data 

collection in this social and behavioural science research.  A cross-sectional methodological 

design provided a snapshot of employees’ opinions across all five sawmills at one point in 

time.  Our research questions and the review of literature on workplace violence informed the 

development of the survey questionnaire.   

The survey comprised of 24 questions and included topics; such as, 

• Demographics of participants. 

• Perceptions of workplace violence. 

• Workplace violence witnessed at work. 

• Types of violence witnessed at work in the last 12 months. 

• Direction of violence in the workplace. 

• Impact of experienced or witnessed workplace violence. 

• Locations where incidences of violence occurred at the workplace. 

• Prevalence of violence at the workplace. 
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• Employees’ overall experiences and perceptions of the work environment. 

• Responses to violent behaviour at work. 

• Workplace discussions of violence. 

• Reporting workplace violence. 

• Preventing and stopping workplace violence. 

The survey was introduced to all employees from participating mills and was 

made available online to a total sample population of 890 sawmill employees; including, 

salaried, hourly, management, unionized and excluded employees.  As result of limited 

interaction with the workplace, casual employees having worked less than 6 months 

were not considered for this study.   

The survey questionnaire was accessible online. Participants preferring to 

complete the survey in its paper format were able to do so confidentially by returning 

their completed survey directly to the researcher who provided a self-addressed and 

paid-postage envelope with each survey package.  

A total of 367 respondents contributed to the findings of this research, providing 

a response rate of 41.24 percent, which is a statistically high response rate for the field of 

social sciences. Using Fluid Survey University’s calculator, the response rate equates to 

a level of 95 percent confidence with a 4 percent margin of error.21  This calculation 

simply means that we are confident that our sample size produced results that are highly 

representative of the participating mills. Please refer to Appendix C for the complete 

survey package administered to participants. 

                                                
21 http://fluidsurveys.com/university/calculating-right-survey-sample-size/ 
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TELEPHONE INTERVIEW 

To gain further insights with respect to participants’ personal experiences of 

workplace violence, 20 one-on-one telephone interviews were conducted using a simple 

random sample strategy from a population of 75 volunteers.  Given that many workers 

maintain shift schedules, data collection also ensured varied availability in order to 

secure individual interviews.  Simply put, interviews were conducted at all hours of the 

day to suit respondents’ working hours.   

Interview participants incorporated representation from all five participating 

mills and captured the perspectives of members from the general workforce, the union 

and mill management.  These 20 participants (3 females and 17 males) held various 

sawmill positions from diverse departments.  Eighteen respondents were hourly workers, 

including positions as chipper man, chip and saw operator, drill operator, first-aid 

attendant, forklift operator, loader operator, lumber grader, planerman, general operator, 

saw filer, welder, and labourer positions from different areas of the sawmill. Two 

salaried positions were also interviewed and included one maintenance supervisor and 

one production coordinator. 

Each sawmill was represented in the telephone interview sample with 7 partici-

pants from Tolko, 2 from Interfor, 4 from Weyerhaeuser, 1 from Canfor, and 6 from 

Western Forest Products.  The tenure of interviewees ranged from recently hired 

employees to long-term employees having worked for their sawmill for as long as 44 

years.  The average tenure of interviewed employees is 15.75 years. Twenty employees 

individually responded to the following interview questions: 

1. What is your understanding of workplace violence? 

2. What behaviours would you describe as being violent? 
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3. Have you ever experienced or witnessed violence?  What was it like? 

4. If so, how did workplace violence affect you? 

5. How was violence dealt with? 

6. Is the workplace becoming more violent?  Please explain. 

7. Given your experience of workplace violence, what advice would you like to 

give your employer? 

8. What are the drivers of workplace violence at your sawmill? 

9. How prevalent is violence in the workplace? 

10. What are the main consequences of workplace violence at your mill? 

11. Who would be the most ideal person or position to report incidences of 

workplace violence? 

12. What kind of training do employees and managers need? 

13. How do you think workplace violence can be stopped at your mill, or other 

sawmills? 

14. How can sawmills in BC better respond to potential situations of violence in the 

workplace? 

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION 

Two focus group discussions took place in February 2016, one with managers 

and another with representatives from the United Steel Workers.  Each focus group 

discussion included participants from all 5 sawmills and captured a cross-sectional view 

of sawmill operations.  Purposive sampling included volunteer participants based on 

their specialized knowledge and/or positions within their respective organization.   

The managers’ discussion group consisted of 10 individuals; including, 4 human 

resource managers, two plant managers, two health and safety managers, one executive 
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manager, and one general manager.  The participants (4 females, 6 males) have been 

employed with their respective mill from one year to 15 years.   

The Union discussion group consisted of 6 union representatives (1 female, 5 males); 

including, 3 shop stewards and union managers/officers.   

Each focus group was asked to further consider the following research objectives: 

1. What behaviours do managers and the union define as workplace violence? 

2. What are managers’ and the union’s experiences of workplace violence? 

3. What are the drivers of workplace violence at sawmills in BC? 

4. To what degree is violence accepted or normalized in these workplaces? 

5. What signals the prevalence of workplace violence in sawmills? 

6. What are the consequences of workplace violence in sawmills? 

7. How can we stop workplace violence in sawmills? 



Workplace Violence in Sawmills in BC Page |47 

Focus group discussions with managers and union representatives were guided 

by the following prompts:  

 

  

Managers 

 
1. What do you understand by the meaning of workplace violence?  

2. What behaviours would you define as violence?  

3. What are the drivers of workplace violence at your sawmill?  
4. How can employers reduce domestic violence from spilling over in the workplace 

and vice versa?  

5. Do you think that violence is prevalent at your sawmill?  
6. What are the main consequences of workplace violence at your mill?  

7. What have employers done to reduce workplace violence?  

8. What kind of training do managers and employees need?  
9. How does management support victims and staff after a violent incident?  

10.  If you could give your employees advice about workplace violence, what would it 

be?  

11. If you could give your company advice about workplace violence, what would it be?  
12. What was the most difficult workplace violence situation you have encountered? 

How did you manage the violence?  

13. Who would be the most ideal person or position to report incidences of workplace 
violence?  

14. How do you think workplace violence can be stopped at your mill or at sawmills?  

15. What solutions do you think can address the issue of workplace violence?  

16. How can sawmills in BC assist the forestry industry to better respond to potential 
incidents of workplace violence?  

17. What is the business case for addressing workplace violence?  

18. If you could give your president advice to develop a corporate strategy on workplace 
violence, what would that advice be?  
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Union Representatives 

 

1. What do you understand by the meaning of workplace violence?  

2. What behaviours would you define as violence?  

3. What are the drivers of workplace violence at your Sawmill?  

4.  How can employers reduce domestic violence from spilling over into the workplace and 

vice versa?  

5. Do you think violence is prevalent at the sawmill?  

6. What are the main consequences of workplace violence at your mill?  

7. If you can give your company advice about workplace violence, what would it be?  

8. How do you think workplace violence can be stopped at your mill or at sawmills?  

9. Who would be the most ideal person or position to report incidences of workplace violence?  

10. What solutions do you think can address the issues of workplace violence?  

11. How can sawmills in BC assist others in the industry better respond to potential incidents of 

workplace violence?  

12. If you could give your president advice to develop a corporate strategy on workplace 

violence, what would that advice be?  
 

 

Note that each focus group discussion was audiotaped, transcribed, and cleaned of 

any identifying data. 

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

Theories on workplace violence and scales linked to workplace violence, aggression, 

and harassment were used to evaluate responses. Further, sound methodological approaches 

provided empirical data with the intent of considering how this foundational data might 

provide extrapolation to other heavy resource sectors.  

The survey data was collected and analyzed by uploading responses into Survey 

Monkey’s statistical software.  A manual coding system was used in the compilation and 

analysis of the one-on-one telephone interviews and the focus group discussions.  The use of 

phenomenological interpretative approach to analyzing qualitative data assisted with repeated 

immersion into the data as a whole, and lead to the categorization of themes (Giorgi, 1985;  

 

 



Workplace Violence in Sawmills in BC Page |49 

Thorne et al., 1997).  Narrative analysis was also used to explore the uniqueness of each 

person’s experience while identifying the aspects that were common to everyone’s experience.  

Interpretative descriptions provided the parameters regarding the collection and analysis of 

personal and highly sensitive data from participants.  Interpretative description is uniquely 

suited to explore sensitive issues such as workplace violence where the knowledge of 

workplace violence may be common but the experience, from the perspective of individual 

historical accounts of events, can have a profound effect on each individual and by extension 

the organization, families, and communities. 

 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

From a total survey population of 890 sawmill workers from five lumber manufactur-

ing operations in BC, 367 sawmill workers volunteered to participate in this study.  Their 

contributions permitted the gathering of data and knowledge about their perceptions and 

experiences of workplace violence.  Following is a comprehensive summary of survey results, 

one-on-one telephone interviews, and focus group discussions.   

DEMOGRAPHICS 

The workforce in sawmills is almost exclusively male.  Ninety-two percent (92.1%) of 

respondents are males, 7.4 percent are females, and 0.5 percent transgendered. 
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More than half the respondents (51.5%) were over 50 years of age (of which 18.3 

percent are 60 years or older); 22.9 percent were 40-49 years; 24.2 percent were between 21 to 

39 years; and 1.4 percent of respondents were less than 20 years. 

Sixty percent (60.5%) of respondent were married; 19.9 percent were single; 13.6 

percent were living with a partner; and 6 percent were divorced.  

 

Figure 1  Gender of Employees 

 

Figure 2  Age of Employees 



Workplace Violence in Sawmills in BC Page |51 

A little more than one-third of respondents (38.1%) completed Grade 12; 26.7 percent 

received a college and university education; 20.7 percent were certified in trades; and 14.5 

percent indicated receiving less than a Grade 12 education.  

 

Figure 3  Marital Status of Employees 

 

Figure 4  Education Level of Employees 

0.8%

13.4%

38.1%

17.2%

9.5%

20.7%

0.3%

What is your education level?

Grades 0-7

Grades 8-11

Grade 12

College

University

Trade

No Education



Workplace Violence in Sawmills in BC Page |52 

Respondents were also asked about their ethnic origin. Close to two-thirds of 

respondents (64.6%) identified themselves as Canadian.  Following are the comprehensive 

results highlighting the diversity of employees.    

 

Answer Options Response Percent Response Count 

Canadian 64.6% 237 

Aboriginal origins 8.4% 31 

East Indian 8.2% 30 

English 6.3% 23 

British Isles origins 5.4% 20 

Scottish 4.9% 18 

German 4.9% 18 

Irish 4.6% 17 

Scandinavian origins 4.6% 17 

Other (please specify) 3.0% 11 

French origins 2.5% 9 

Dutch (Netherlands) 2.2% 8 

Ukrainian 1.4% 5 

Polish 1.4% 5 

Western European origins 1.1% 4 

Eastern European origins 1.1% 4 

Italian 1.1% 4 

East and Southeast Asian origins 0.8% 3 

Other North American origins 0.5% 2 

Russian 0.5% 2 

Chinese 0.3% 1 

Welsh 0.3% 1 

Figure 5  Ethnic Origin of Employees 

Employee groups participating in this research were categorized as hourly workers, 

administrative staff and management.  Most respondents (84.5%) were hourly workers, 11.2% 

were management, and 2.5% were administrative staff.  Two percent (1.9%) of respondents 

selected ‘other,’ commenting that they were casual workers, relief staff, millwright and union 

representative (most of which would be included in the hourly worker group).  
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Thirty-one percent (31.6%) of respondents have been working at their sawmill for 20 

years and more, and 7.4% for 16 years and more.  More than one-quarter (28.6%) of 

respondents worked for 6 to 15 years. Close to one quarter of respondents (23.7%) worked for 

1 to 5 years with their sawmill, and 8.7% worked for their sawmill for less than one year.  

The majority of respondents (94%) had full-time status employment while 6 percent of 

respondents held part-time or on-call positions.  

 

Figure 6  Employee Position Group 

 

Figure 7  Length of Employment 
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RO1: BEHAVIOURS DEFINED AS WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

In order to gain insights into how workplace violence is defined by sawmill employees, 

survey participants selected behaviours best describing their definitions and characterization of 

workplace violence from a range of misconducts. 

Respondents defined workplace violence from the physical and psychological 

perspectives.  Behaviours readily recognized by most as workplace violence were of actual 

physical contact, seconded by threatening acts of violence directed at another worker or 

extended off the worksite towards friends or family members.   

  

Figure 8  Employee Employment Status 
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Aggressive behaviour of a physical nature and threatening actions were most identified 

to describe workplace violence: 

Which of the following behaviours would you say are 

workplace violence? 
 

Responses 

Hitting a person. 87.2% 

Pushing and shoving. 86.7% 

Throwing objects at a person. 85.8% 

Threatening to hit and threatening personal safety. 80.9% 

Threatening safety away from work. 79.6% 

Making threats to safety of family. 77.1% 

Sending threatening messages.  75.2% 

Kicking or shoving personal items. 73.8% 

Giving the impression of wanting to hurt someone. 73.6% 

Threatening the personal safety of friends off work. 71.1% 

Figure 9  High Identification of Physical and Threatening Behaviour 

Additional definitions to describe workplace violence related to psychological violence 

on the social/relational continuum. Compared to physical violence, respondents also identified 

the following behaviours more moderately as indicative of workplace violence:  
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Which of the following behaviours would you say are workplace 

violence? 

 

Responses 

Saying something offensive about your family. 64.6% 

Swearing at a person. 64.3% 

Calling someone offensive names. 64% 

Yelling at a person. 61.9% 

Having family members coming to work and threatening someone. 61% 

Having someone come to work and threaten a person. 60.5% 

Threatening a person about personal debt.  59.9% 

Criticizing and humiliating a person in front of other workers.  56.4% 

Making negative comments about someone’s religion.  54.8% 

Gossiping about a person.  51% 

Threatening a person by saying that he or she will be fired. 50.1% 

Saying something offensive about how a person performs work.  49.9% 

Making fun of a person’s looks.  49.6% 

Figure 10  Moderate Identification of Psychological Violence 

To a lesser degree, fewer than half of respondents defined the following behaviours as 

indicative of psychological harm and violence in the workplace.  
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Which of the following behaviours would you say are workplace 

violence? 

Responses 

Making fun of the way you looked. 48.8% 

Telling other people negative things about you. 48.2% 

Making fun of you in front of other workers. 47.7% 

Telling you where to sit or stand while on lunch or other work breaks. 46.6% 

Using facial expressions to let you know they don’t like you. 42.0% 

Not providing you with enough information to do your job well. 30.2% 

Figure 11  Identification of Psychological Harm 

Further, in response to this survey question, more than half (55.9%) the respondents 

selected ‘other’ as an answer option and described workplace violence in their own terms by 

specifying additional behaviours to define workplace violence; such as, verbal abuse, 

destroying property, shaking fists, harassment and demeaning behaviour, threatening 

behaviour including expressing threats of committing suicide, age discrimination, and defacing 

personal property. 

Interviews and focus groups reiterated survey results, provided further examples of the 

multiplicity of workplace violence, and confirmed that workplace violence exists in sawmills.  

Most respondents related workplace violence as verbal abuse and threatening 

behaviour they personally experienced and/or witnessed in their workplace. One interviewee 

articulates his understanding of psychological workplace violence:   
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Respondents also defined workplace violence as harassment, and demeaning, belittling, 

and discriminating behaviours. A senior employee expands on how he defines workplace 

violence, shares his own experience and what he witnessed at his mill: 

One respondent makes a distinction between offensive behaviour and violence.  He 

commented, I don’t consider many of the items on the list as actual violence. They may be 

considered offensive but not violent. 

Three categories of behaviours emerged from employees to describe workplace 

violence: physical violence, psychological violence, and bullying, which can be both physical 

and psychological. 

PHYSICAL VIOLENCE:  

Most respondents defined physically aggressive behaviour as body altercations at the 

workplace associated with hitting, pushing and shoving, throwing objects at a person, kicking 

 Verbal abuse or any expression of any intent to inflict harm.  I experienced 

verbal abuse daily at the mill. Workers destroying property, setting up equipment to 

hit you, throwing objects at you, chasing you, and having someone you know but who 

does not work with you come on the work site to threaten you…. any threats of 

violence communicated in any way or form.  

 Harassment and any behaviour that demeans, embarrasses or humiliates. I 

experienced being told over and over again ‘you should retire now!’, as I am 62. I 

have experienced people trying to put me in trouble with the company. I witnessed a 

guy personally deface a photo with a felt pen, stickers and pins at the Safety 

Committee Group and the picture was posted throughout the Mill. 



Workplace Violence in Sawmills in BC Page |59 

at or shoving at personal belongings, fighting, and initiating nasty pranks.  One respondent 

describes a violent prank incident he witnessed: 

A worker fell asleep and someone piled some flammables and lit him on fire.  

He woke up fighting at the back of the crummy (company transportation bus) that was 

going on the highway at 60 miles an hour.   

Another shared his personal experience of a physical assault: 

One interview respondent reflects on incidences of physical and psychological violence 

he witnessed during the course of his many years as a sawmill employee, signalling that older 

workers may have been conditioned and desensitized to workplace violence.   

 I had a radio and a coworker thought I had his radio. He was saying something 

as he walked towards me, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying because of the noise.  

When he came up to me, he was swearing at me and accusing me of having his radio. I 

told him that this was my radio and I did not appreciate being spoken to like that. I 

turned around and began to walk away and he jumped on my back—so I proceeded to 

get him off my back. 

 I am aware of the shooting incident that took place two years ago now.  I knew 

all the people involved, sadly.  There isn’t much violence here as my role has changed 

and I now work in the office.  On the floor, I have seen multiple incidents.  Going back 

a number of years, confrontations with employees, verbal shouting, objects being 

thrown, intimidation, damage to property, people being ostracized.  Most of that was a 

product of its time as the workplace 20 years ago was different to what it is now.  Boys 

being boys. There was a lot more tolerance in the workplace for that type of 

behaviour. 
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Employees also suggested that the noisy environment doesn’t lend itself to effective 

communications.  Misunderstandings happen and can escalate out of control. One respondent 

shares an account of a misunderstanding gone wrong: 

PSYCHOLOGICAL VIOLENCE 

All employee groups identified threatening behaviour to be workplace violence.  

Psychological harm and mental and emotional distress to workers and also was identified as 

extending beyond the workplace and included the personal safety of family and friends.  

Managers commented on employees using their cellphones to send threatening 

messages while at work—and even one incidence of an employee threatening to bring a gun at 

work.  He went on to say, things like that actually happen, frustrations spill-over and result in 

threats.  Union representatives reaffirmed the use of cell phones being used to send threatening 

emails and/or texts and defined workplace violence as any hostile behaviour that threatened a 

person’s emotional and physical well-being. 

BULLYING AND HARASSMENT 

This category relates to prejudiced conduct such as racial, gender, age, and sexual 

orientation discrimination.  Sawmill workers defined bullying and harassment behaviour as 

swearing, using inappropriate language, yelling and shouting, name-calling, mobbing, 

intimidating, taunting, belittling, gossiping, and isolating a person—generally describing 

demeaning conduct towards fellow workers. 

 Yeah, I’ve seen guys arguing and pushing each other to the point there will be a 

scheduled fist fight off the property in a big field and everybody will be stopping to see 

it as result of what went on at work.  I saw guys actually fist fight!  
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An interviewee describes bullying through acts of discrimination he personally 

experienced: 

Another shares her experience of being singled out and isolated by her peers: 

Union representatives and managers concurred that workplace violence existed in 

sawmills and that the violence took on many forms.  They highlighted that swearing remains 

common place in the work environment.  As well respondents identified bullying and 

harassment—pointing fingers at someone in their absence [blaming] and ganging up on a 

coworker—as manifestations of workplace violence.  They also highlighted the harm caused 

by rumours and/or by completely ignoring and excluding someone with the intent to isolate 

and intimidate that individual. 

  

 I have experienced being told to ‘go back to India!’…Any type of violence that 

can hurt and harm a group of people is violence, and racism is another form of 

violence. Saying things to harm somebody is a form of bullying and violence. 

 Mobbing happens at the sawmill. It can be verbal and physical and it’s all about 

singling you out. Mobbing is the culture that we have here; when group efforts are 

made to make you feel that you are not wanted, and I have experienced this 

personally…they [group of coworkers] get the green light from the manager to do 

this. They don’t like a woman with an opinion. 
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RO2:  EXPERIENCES OF WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

EXPERIENCED WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Respondents were asked to identify from a selection of harmful behaviours their 

experiences of violence while working at their sawmill.  Although the selection of possible 

behaviours was not exhaustive, available options enabled a general understanding of the types 

of behaviours experienced as workplace violence by sawmill employees.  Most personal 

accounts of workplace violence were of a psychological nature.  While working on the job, 

during the course of their employment, 63.5 percent of sawmill employees attested being 

yelled at, 48 percent being sworn at, 39.6 percent were being gossiped about, and 31.6 percent 

reported experiencing offensive name-calling.   

A spectrum of demeaning conduct also appears to be present in sawmills with one-third 

(33%) of respondents indicating being criticized in front of others, 33.8 percent being ridiculed 

in front of others, 24.3 percent specifying they were set up to fail by not receiving the 

information they needed to perform their jobs, and 11.7 percent experiencing something 

offensive being said about one’s family. 

Additionally, sawmill employees experienced other threatening behaviours. Twenty-six 

percent (25.9%) said they were subjected to threatening facial expressions to convey their 

dissatisfaction, and 20.4 percent experienced someone saying something offensive about how 

an individual was performing at work.  Fifteen percent (15.5%) got the impression they would 

be hurt by a coworker, and 12.5 percent experienced being told they might get fired. Further,  
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10.9 percent of respondents indicated receiving threats at work about their personal safety and 

7.9 percent indicated receiving threats about work off the worksite.   

Others (5.5%) reported experiencing menaces to the personal safety of a person’s 

friends and family away from work, and 3.3 percent reported receiving threatening messages 

by email or in writing.  This last finding suggests that email threats may not be as prevalent 

as identified in the interviews and focus groups, or that this particular behaviour of concern 

should be examined more closely.  

Other violent behaviours experienced by sawmill employees included discriminatory 

conduct such as being told not to stand or sit near them (9%) and negative comments about 

their looks or their religion (6.3%).  

Incidences of physical violence were also identified as lived experiences at the 

workplace.  Pushing and shoving was experienced by 12 percent of respondents, 6.3 percent 

experienced hitting, 14.2 percent had an object thrown at them, and 11.7 percent had their 

personal belongings kicked or shoved. 

The following table provides a detailed overview of workplace violence experienced 

by sawmill workers.  Note that only 18.8 percent of respondents disclosed that they had not 

ever witnessed violence in their workplace.  Conversely, 71.2 percent of the respondents 

have witnessed violence in their workplace.  
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While working on the job at your mill, has anyone ever. . .  Responses 

Yelled at you? 63.5% 

Swore at you? 48.0% 

Gossiped about you? 39.5% 

Made fun of you in front of other workers? 33.8% 

Criticized you in front of other workers? 33.0% 

Called you names that were offensive? 31.6% 

Made facial expressions that let you know they were dissatisfied 

with you? 
25.9% 

Set you up to fail by not giving you the information to do your job? 24.3% 

Said something offensive about how you do your work? 20.4% 

Made fun of you in private? 18.8% 

Never experienced workplace violence? 18.8% 

Made physical gestures that were offensive to you? 18.5% 

Gave you the impression that they would hurt you? 15.5% 

Threatened to hit you? 15.0% 

Threw an object at you? 14.2% 

Told you that you might get fired? 12.5% 

Pushed or shoved you? 12.0% 

Kicked at or shoved any of your personal belongings? 11.7% 

Said something about your family that was offensive? 11.2% 

Said negative things about the way you looked? 11.2% 

Threatened your personal safety at work? 10.9% 

Told you that you cannot sit or stand near them? 9.0% 

Threatened your personal safety off the worksite? 7.9% 

Hit you? 6.3% 

Said negative things about your religion? 6.3% 

Sent you a threatening message by email or in writing? 3.3% 

Threatened the personal safety of your friend off the worksite? 3.0% 

Threatened the personal safety of your family off the worksite? 2.5% 

Figure 12  Comprehensive Identification of Experiences of Violence 
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The data disclosed that a mere18.8 percent of respondents indicated they had never 

experienced workplace violence.  By deduction, 81.2 percent of employees, or 298 out of 367 

employees disclosed experiencing incidences of workplace violence.   

WITNESSED WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Survey participants were also asked whether, at any given time, they had witnessed 

workplace violence at their respective mills.  High incidences of verbal abuse were observed:  

Seventy-eight percent (77.7%) of respondents witnessed someone being yelled at, 57.2 percent 

heard someone being sworn at, and 52.6 percent heard someone being called offensive names. 

During the course of their employment at their respective sawmills, respondents 

witnessed physical incidences of workplace violence.  Nineteen percent (19.3%) of mill 

employees witnessed someone being pushed and shoved, another 19.3 percent reported seeing 

someone throwing an object at someone, 12.5 percent witnessed someone being hit, and 17.4 

percent observed someone kicking and shoving another’s personal belongings.    

Sawmill employees witnessed threatening behaviours ranging from bullying and 

harassment to the use of discriminatory slander based on race, gender, religion and age—

including threats to the personal safety of employees, friends, and family, on and off the 

worksite.  
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An explicit overview of the results follows: 

On the job, have you ever witnessed a coworker . . . Responses  

Yelling at someone? 77.7% 

Swearing at someone? 57.2% 

Gossiping about someone at work? 53.1% 

Calling someone names that are offensive? 52.6% 

Saying negative things about someone at work? 52.0% 

Making negative comments about someone in front of other workers? 42.8% 

Saying something offensive about how another worker was doing his or her work? 42.0% 

Criticizing someone in front of other workers? 37.6% 

Talking negatively about immigrants? 33.0% 

Saying negative things about the way someone looks? 30.8% 

Talking negatively about older workers? 30.5% 

Joking about interfering with someone’s work? 30.0% 

Talking negatively about gay people? 29.4% 

Talking negatively about females? 28.9% 

Talking negatively about people who are not white (Caucasian)? 28.6% 

Threatening to hit someone? 27.0% 

Making facial expressions that let you know they didn’t like a fellow worker? 26.7% 

Talking negatively about Aboriginal people? 26.7% 

Making negative comments about someone’s religion? 23.4% 

Threatening someone’s personal safety at work? 23.4% 

Talking negatively about young workers? 23.4% 

Telling someone that they might get fired? 23.2% 

Giving you the impression that they were going to hurt a fellow worker? 21.8% 

Saying something offensive about someone’s family? 19.6% 

Pushing or shoving someone? 19.3% 

Throwing an object at someone? 19.3% 

Threatening someone’s personal safety off the worksite? 19.1% 

Kicking or shoving someone’s personal belongings? 17.4% 

Talking negatively about white (Caucasian) people? 17.4% 

Making physical gestures that were offensive to you? 16.3% 

Talking negatively about males? 14.7% 

Hitting someone? 12.5% 

Threatening the personal safety of someone’s family? 7.6% 

Threatening to hurt someone who owes them money? 7.4% 

Figure 13  Employees Who Witnessed Violence 
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DIRECTION OF WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Respondents were asked to specify the direction of the violence they witnessed at their 

sawmill in the last 12 months. Most respondents (93.5%) indicated that most workplace 

violence takes place between employee and employee. One quarter of respondents (25.9%) 

indicated that violence also occurs between employee and supervisor. A small percentage of 

respondents also reported violent interactions between union official and supervisor (2.5%), 

former employee and supervisor (2.2%), and union official and union employee (2.2%).  

The following graph illustrates the direction of workplace violence witnessed in 

sawmills and emphasizes workplace violence unique to sawmill environments.  As you can 

see, 93.5 percent of employees have witnessed violence between hourly employees.  

Additionally, 25.9% of employees have witnessed violence occurring in the employee-

supervisor relationship.  Employees did not witness much violence in the other potential 

relationships discussed in the study. 

 

Figure 14  Direction of Violence 
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WITNESSED WORKPLACE VIOLENCE IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS 

Participants were asked to identify the behaviours that fit their experiences of the 

workplace violence they witnessed during the course of the last 12 months. The data suggests 

employees are witnessing and experiencing disturbing levels of violent behaviours.   

Respondents identified a high incidence of the use of inappropriate language (89.6%), verbal 

abuse (51%), verbal threats of violence (18%), and sexual harassment (4.6%).  Further, 15.1 

percent of respondents reported witnessing physical violence in recent months. Witnessed 

physical violence included the acts of pushing, shoving, and punching (8.2%), suicide and self-

directed violence (3.8%), fist fights (1.4%), someone being struck by a weapon (0.8%), 

shooting someone (0.3%), sexual assault (0.3%), and fatal assault (0.3%).  

What kind of workplace violence did you witness at 

your mill in the last 12-months? 

 

Responses 

Inappropriate language 89.6% 

Verbal abuse 51.0% 

Verbal threats of violence 18.0% 

Sexual harassment 4.6% 

Pushing; shoving; punching 8.2% 

Fistfights 1.4% 

Threatening emails received by employees 2.2% 

Struck by a weapon 0.8% 

Shooting 0.3% 

Stabbing 0.0% 

Suicide; self-directed violence 3.8% 

Sexual assault 0.3% 

Fatal assault (i.e. assault resulting in death) 0.3% 

Figure 15  Kind of Violence Witnessed in Last 12 Months 
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PERSONAL EXPERIENCES OF WORKPLACE VIOLENCE IN LAST 12 MONTHS  

Respondents were asked to indicate the behaviours they personally experienced as 

workplace violence in the last twelve-months.  One third of respondents (34.1%) indicated 

they did not experience workplace violence in the last 12-months, implying by deduction that 

65.9% of respondents have experienced workplace violence in recent months.  Almost half of 

respondents (47.1%) reported being yelled at by another worker at the mill, 31.3 percent 

experienced being poked fun of, 30.5 percent were sworn at, 21.3 percent felt bullied, 21.5 

percent felt harassed, and 18.8 percent felt intimidated at some point in recent months.  

Respondents also reported experiencing various violent and physical behaviours from a 

selection of behaviours; 8.2 percent reported being threatened with physical violence by 

another worker at the mill, 6 percent were pushed or shoved, 5.7 percent indicated having been 

the target of a thrown object, 1.6 percent were hit by another worker at the mill for a total of 

13.3 percent of respondents reporting being subjected to physical violence at the worksite.  

Additionally, another 11.7 percent felt threatened by physical violence for matters relating to 

work both on and off the worksite and by either coworkers or individuals not working at the 

mill.  The following table provides comprehensive results for identifying experienced 

workplace violence in recent months: 
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Over the past 12 months or length of time at the mill and 

in relation to your work, have you been personally: 

 

Responses 

Yelled at by another worker at your mill? 47.1% 

Never experienced workplace violence at the mill? 34.1% 

Poked fun of by another worker at your mill? 31.3% 

Sworn at by another worker at your mill? 30.5% 

Felt harassed by another worker at the mill? 21.5% 

Felt bullied by another worker at the mill? 21.3% 

Felt intimidated by another worker at the mill? 18.8% 

Threatened with physical violence by a worker at the mill? 8.2% 

Experienced negative comments about your age? 7.6% 

Pushed or shoved by another worker at your mill? 6.0% 

Had another worker at your mill throw an object at you? 5.7% 

Experienced negative comments about your ethnic 

background? 
3.5% 

Experienced negative comments about a disability? 0.3% 

Threatened with physical violence by a worker at the mill? 8.2% 

Experienced negative comments about your age? 7.6% 

Pushed or shoved by another worker at your mill? 6.0% 

Had another worker at your mill throw an object at you? 5.7% 

Experienced negative comments about your ethnic 

background? 
3.5% 

Experienced negative comments about a disability? 0.3% 

Experienced negative comments about your nationality? 2.5% 

Experienced unwanted sexual attention from another worker 

at the mill? 
1.9% 

Threatened with physical violence off the worksite by another 

worker from the mill? 
1.6% 

Hit by another worker at your mill? 1.6% 

Experienced negative comments about your gender? 1.4% 

Experienced negative comments about your sexual 

orientation? 
0.3% 

Figure 16  Kind of Violence Experienced in Last Month 
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RESPONDING TO VIOLENT WORKPLACE BEHAVIOURS  

Sawmill employees were also asked about how they respond to workplace violence. 

Sixty-two percent (62%) of participants responded that they either strongly agreed or agreed to 

try to stop violent behaviour when they see it, while 32.7 percent indicated they were neutral, 

and 5.2 percent disagreed that they tried to stop violent behaviour. More than half the res-

pondents (52.8%) indicated they would talk to the victim, and 37.6 percent of respondents 

indicated they would talk to the aggressor when they witnessed violent acts.  Seventy-two 

percent (72.3%) of respondents stated that if someone were violent towards them, they would 

tell them to stop.  

More than half the respondents (58.6%) indicated they would report violent incidents 

to the supervisor, and more than one-third (38.4%) stated they would report violent incidents 

to a union representative. Neutral responses in this regard ranged from 23.8% to 47.8%. A 

small percentage of respondents strongly disagreed or disagreed that they would respond to 

violent behaviours at work. 

 

Options  SA A N D SD 

I try to stop violent behaviour when  

I see it. 

15.5% 46.6% 32.7% 4.9% 0.3% 

I talk to the victim when I witness violent 

acts. 

12.3% 40.5% 38.9% 7.7% 0.5% 

I talk to the aggressor when I witness 

violent acts. 

10.4% 27.2% 47.8% 13.2% 1.4% 

If someone is violent with me, I tell him or 

her to stop. 

25.5% 46.8% 23.8% 2.7% 1.1% 

I report violent incidents to the supervisor. 20.1% 38.5% 32.1% 6.9% 2.5% 

I report violent incidents to the Union 

representative. 

10.5% 27.9% 47.2% 11.0% 3.3% 

Figure 17  How Employees Respond to Violent Incidents 
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THE WORK ENVIRONMENT  

Survey participants were asked to qualify and represent their work environments by 

rating their perceptions of their workplace, and their stance and the organization’s stance 

towards policies and practices relating to workplace violence.  Sixty-seven percent (67.5%) of 

survey respondents indicated knowing their sawmill’s policy regarding workplace violence, 

and 47.6% felt they were informed about the risks of workplace violence at the mill.  

Twenty-eight percent (28.2%) either strongly agreed or agreed that they knew of a 

situation at their sawmill that could lead to violent actions.  More than half of respondents 

(53.2%) asserted that bullying exists at the mill.   

Additionally, employees display limited confidence in their mill’s ability to prevent 

workplace violence with only 48.2 percent of respondents agreeing that the mill has done 

enough to protect their safety.  Despite this, 77.8 percent of respondents indicated feeling safe 

at work.  

Seventy-three percent (73%) of respondents’ stated they are required to report 

incidences of violence at the mill. Sixty-nine percent (68.7%) indicated they knew how to 

report workplace bullying and violence.  

Employees were only marginally satisfied with their organization’s general response to 

workplace violence.  For instance, 44.6 percent stated that their mill takes suitable corrective 

action against workplace bullying, 55.2 percent stated that the mill takes suitable corrective 

action against sexual harassment, 51.6 percent stated that the mill takes suitable corrective 

action for racial harassment, and 49.6 percent stated that their mill takes suitable corrective  
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action against inappropriate behaviour.  Fifty-six percent (55.9%) of respondents were 

satisfied that their organization took suitable corrective action against workplace violence.  

Also of note is that a mere 52.9 percent of respondents affirm being confident in their 

knowledge of how to respond to a violent act posed by a coworker.   

In general, the data for this section of the survey reveals a lower percentage of 

respondents believing that sufficient or consistent actions are taken in response to workplace 

violence.  Respondents also appear uncertain about their own knowledge and understanding of 

what warrants a response and how to effectively respond to acts of violence at the workplace.  

Participants also recognized and conveyed that they have had limited access to training 

pertaining to gaining knowledge and understanding about workplace violence and how to 

respond to incidents.   The following table compiles the responses for this survey section and 

highlights employees’ perceptions of their work environment in relation to their respective 

policies and workplace practices.  Three hundred and sixty-three to 367 people responded to 

these questions (some respondents only answered some of the questions).  The table that 

follows shows only those who responded Strongly Agree or Agree.  Note that 78 percent of the 

workers indicate that they feel safe at work. Therefore, the remaining percentages (22 percent 

combined) indicate that employees are either neutral, or disagree, or strongly disagree. 
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Question Options 
 

SA 

 

SA 

 

N 

 

DD 

 

SD 
 

I feel safe at work. 

 

24.9% 

 

52.9% 

 

16.4% 

 

4.7% 

 

1.1% 
I was informed about the risks of workplace 

violence at my mill. 
11.5% 36.1% 27.9% 14.8% 9.8% 

I missed work because of being ridiculed or teased 

at my mill 
0.8% 5.7% 17.2% 24.9% 51.4% 

I missed work because of fear of violence at my 

mill 

 

0.8% 
3.8% 16.8% 25.5% 53.0% 

I know of a situation that could lead to violence at  

my mill 

 

7.7% 
20.5% 29.0% 18.0% 24.9% 

I know what policies my mill has regarding 

workplace violence 

 

22.4% 
45.1% 19.4% 8.5% 4.6% 

I know that we have bullies at my mill 

 

13.7% 
39.5% 28.2% 12.1% 6.6% 

My mill has done enough to protect my safety 

 

15.4% 
32.8% 32.2% 13.5% 6.1% 

I am concerned about working alone with a 

certain employee at my mill 

 

3.3% 
14.5% 24.9% 25.8% 31.5% 

I feel comfortable that I would know how to 

handle a violent coworker 

 

15.9% 
37.0% 29.3% 14.5% 3.3% 

My mill has a system for reporting workplace 

bullying 

 

20.1% 
42.6% 24.2% 9.1% 4.1% 

I am required to report incidences of violence at 

my mill 

 

26.2% 
46.8% 17.4% 7.2% 2.5% 

I know how to report workplace bullying or 

workplace violence 

 

20.8% 
47.9% 19.7% 8.8% 2.7% 

We discuss workplace violence at safety meetings 

at my mill 

 

11.3% 
26.7% 33.6% 23.4% 5.0% 

My mill takes suitable corrective action against 

workplace bullying 

 

10.7% 
33.9% 33.9% 14.9% 6.6% 

My mill takes suitable corrective action against 
sexual harassment 

 
14.2% 

41.0% 38.8% 3.8% 2.2% 

My mill takes suitable corrective action against 
racial harassment 

 
14.2% 

37.4% 40.2% 5.7% 2.5% 

My mill takes suitable corrective action against 
inappropriate worker behaviours 

 
11.0% 

38.6% 34.2% 11.5% 4.7% 

My mill takes suitable corrective action against 
workplace violence 

 
15.3% 

40.6% 32.2% 9.5% 2.5% 

People that I work with talk among themselves 
about how to handle bullies at my mill 

 
4.4% 

20.8% 48.1% 20.8% 6.0% 

People that I work with talk among themselves 
about how to handle violence at my mill? 

 
2.7% 

20.5% 46.4% 23.8% 6.6% 

I have received training in recognizing workplace 
violence 

 
6.3% 

17.2% 35.5% 27.6% 13.4% 

I have received training in preventing workplace 
violence 

 
4.1% 

15.4% 38.5% 28.0% 14.0% 

I have received training in dealing with workplace 
violence 

 
5.8% 

16.4% 34.0% 27.9% 15.9% 

I have received training on the security devices 
and or measures available to me to protect my 

safety 

 
4.1% 

13.3% 36.2% 31.5% 14.9% 

I have received information about domestic 

violence in the workplace 

 

.6% 
16.3% 33.0% 30.5% 16.6% 

Figure 18  Employees Perceptions of Personal Security 
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COMMUNICATING WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Respondents were asked who away from the worksite did they communicated with 

about bullying and violence that they either witnessed or experienced at their sawmill. Close to 

half of respondents (48.8%) indicated they spoke to their spouse about bullying and violence at 

the sawmill, more than-one third (35.1%) talked with their friends, and 28.3 percent of 

respondents talked with family members.  Thirty-three percent (33.1%) did not respond to this 

question and/or selected other’ as an answer option; six individuals (under 1%) provided 

comments indicating that incidents were either kept confidential, weren’t discussed and/or 

incidents were noted and logged in their diary.  

 

Figure 19  Talking About Violence While Away from the Worksite 

Respondents were also asked with whom they communicated workplace bullying 

and violence at their sawmills.  Half of respondents (50.1%) indicated they talked to 

coworkers, 36.5 percent spoke to their supervisor or manager, 15.3 percent talked to the 
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union, while a mere 4.1 percent spoke to a health and safety coordinator and 1.1 percent 

spoke to a designated workplace violence person.   

 

Figure 20  Talking About Violence at the Mill Site 

More than one-third (36%) selected ‘other’ as an answer option adding that no 

designated workplace violence position was in place, they didn’t want to be perceived as a 

traitor and be blackballed, or be subjected to negative consequences as result of the 

disclosure.  Some respondents indicated that they don’t feel it is an issue, that they may 

have misunderstood what they saw, or that in effect discussions were taking place at crew 

talks to bring awareness to workplace violence.  Some respondents also pointed out that 

they talked to nobody. 
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REPORTING WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Respondents were asked why they may or may not report an incidence of workplace 

violence by choosing from a selection of multiple choice answers or to specify with a com-

ment or explanation should they not find a good match for their response.  

More than one-quarter of survey respondents (26.7%) stated that they would not 

report negative or violent behaviour because they did not think anyone would do anything 

it. Furthermore, 18.5 percent of respondents indicated they did not want to get in the middle 

of the problem; 16.9 percent stated that they would not report the violence as they might 

have misunderstood what they saw; 13.1 percent indicated they would not report violence 

because they felt they should handle it themselves; and 12 percent of respondents held the 

view that reporting would escalate the violence.  

The majority of the respondents indicated they would in effect report all incidents of 

violence.  However, nearly half of respondents (49%) selected ‘other’ for an explanation, 

indicating that the survey choices did not reflect their reality. Some respondents indicated 

that they didn’t know the protocol for reporting incidents or believed that gestures made to 

one another are more often done in jest or fun.  Others proposed that behaviours were not 

recognized as violent or that individuals themselves assumed the responsibility for inter-

vening to intercept and/or diffuse violent actions. Additionally, workers conveyed that 

workplace violence can be initiated from a supervisor or a superior, and 26.7 percent 

expressed a lack of confidence in the organization for responding adequately, or feared 

repercussions for reporting. 
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I DID NOT report negative or violent behaviours because… 

 

Responses 

 

I don’t think anyone will do anything about it. 26.7% 

I don’t want to get in the middle of the problem. 18.5% 

I might have misunderstood what I saw. 16.9% 

I should be able to handle this myself. 13.1% 

It will just get worse. 12.0% 

I don’t want to draw attention to it.   6.5% 

I will be shunned from the group.   5.7% 

His or her buddies will take it out on me.   5.4% 

I am embarrassed that I couldn’t handle it myself.   3.5% 

It isn’t my problem, so someone else should report it.   3.3% 

I won’t get the next job posting.   0.8% 

Other (Please Specify) 49.0% 

Figure 21  Why Employees Do Not Report Violence 

The following testimonial illustrates the tension surrounding the witnessing of an 

incident and choosing to respond with a personal intervention rather than reporting for fear 

of penalizing consequences: 

Another respondent provides some insights into violence occurring internally 

between sawmill employees and how workplace violence, properly investigated or otherwise, 

can perpetuate and normalize violence: 

 I would approach that individual and try to deal with it at that stage.  I would 

not report the violence at the initial stage; if it were of serious nature like gun 

violence, I would certainly report it.  Over the years, I have seen different things, for 

example, I’ve seen staff take an issue about a worker cussing and swearing at him to 

management, and the supervisor began to look into things and this back-fired on the 

person who reported the incident….so I will try to settle the incident instead of 

reporting it. 
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Additionally, respondents convey experiencing various forms of gender and racial 

discrimination at work.  Some respondents also included unfair work practices in their 

experience of discrimination.  Others have also experienced age discrimination and tensions 

of entitlement as result of the accumulated seniority of older workers, leaving individuals 

with less seniority limited access to overtime opportunities.  Conversely, older workers 

express frustration with younger workers expecting the same privileges as employees with 

many years of seniority.  Further investigation could provide insights to determine whether 

these tensions are attributed to cultural and age differences, or language from the collective 

agreement that may be unpopular with employees. 

RO3:  DRIVERS OF WORKPLACE VIOLENCE. 

From a selection of possible causes and contributing factors, survey participants were 

asked to identify behaviours driving workplace violence in sawmills they have witnessed at 

the mill.  Many drivers of workplace violence were identified.  Results include 62.9 percent 

of respondents suggesting that personality conflicts were common drivers of workplace 

violence, reinforcing the prevalence of lateral violence among employees.  This finding of 

violence among coworkers also differs from other work high risk environments for work-

place violence where most violence is generated externally; such as, from clients, patients, or 

 I’m not in favour of how they handle things.  If someone is responsible for the 

infraction, then everybody is held accountable for it and not the person who is 

responsible.  The people who you spread it out on say ‘hey, I am not responsible and I 

did not do anything.’  Instead of singling out the person and dealing with them 

specifically, the end result is nothing improves because it gets spread out around to 

other people. 
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customers.  Half the respondents highlighted work-related stresses (49.9%), poor working 

relationships (36%), mistrust or miscommunication (33.8%), job dissatisfaction (31.1%), 

emotional problems (28.9%), drug alcohol abuse (24%), and mental illness (21.8%) as 

significant drivers of workplace violence in sawmills.  Other identified drivers included the 

working environment, the employment relationship, organizational restructuring and change, 

and personal difficulties. 

The following table displays employees’ perceptions of what behaviours drive 

workplace violence, starting with the drivers or causes most identified by survey participants: 

Have you witnessed inappropriate behaviours at your mill 

caused by any of the following? 
Responses 

Personality conflicts. 62.9% 
Work-related stress. 49.9% 

Poor working relationships. 36.0% 

Mistrust or miscommunication. 33.8% 

Job dissatisfaction. 31.1% 
Emotional problems. 28.9% 

Drug alcohol abuse. 24.0% 

Mental illness. 21.8% 
Personal relationship problems. 19.1% 

Low supervisor support. 18.0% 

Lay-offs. 15.8% 

Employees defending themselves against other aggressive 
employees. 

15.8% 

Financial difficulties. 15.0% 

Understaffing. 14.2% 
Workplace changes such as downsizing or restructuring at the mill. 13.4% 

Trying to communicate in a noisy environment. 12.5% 

Firings or terminations. 10.9% 
Working in a fast-paced environment. 10.9% 

Working in a noisy environment. 9.5% 

Racial conflicts. 7.9% 

Working alone. 7.4% 
Poor lighting. 6.3% 

Legal difficulties. 5.2% 

Threats of strikes. 5.2% 
Religious conflicts. 4.9% 

Strikes. 4.6% 

Poor security. 4.4% 
Accessibility of objects that can be used as weapons. 3.5% 

Figure 22  What Employees Believe Causes Workplace Violence 
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Interviews and focus group discussions further ascertained the collective perspectives 

and experiences of respondents.  Several themes emerged from participants and identified 

drivers of workplace violence were grouped according to the nature of their influence—

workplace stresses, personal challenges, mental health, a blue-collar and male dominated 

employee base, and bullying and harassment.  

WORKPLACE STRESSORS 

The majority of respondents identified workplace stresses as a major driver of 

workplace violence in sawmills.  Managers and union representatives discussed monotonous 

jobs as a result of poor design and positions lending themselves to boredom. One union 

representative points out the challenge of matching the needs of employees with operational 

demands: 

Another employee elaborates on the demands of a high-paced industrial environment 

with high expectations for performance and production as an important driver of workplace 

violence: 

 Employers need education in this area—the employers create the shifts, 

production numbers, workloads and people having boring jobs they have no control 

over—it is a boring, repetitive job. Some of these jobs could change to create variety 

so we can get through long shifts. 
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Another respondent comments on workplace stressors, describing super-mills as 

high-paced and high-volume worksites, as well as loud mechanical and industrial 

environments where everyone needs to keep time with one another, safely and efficiently.  

He explains, Malfunctions can generate frustrations that quickly travel within production 

lines, affecting an entire crew for entire shifts.  This employee also emphasizes heavy 

workloads as an important driver of violence: 

Fatigue as result of long shifts and scheduling (day-, afternoon- and night-time 

shifts) was also identified as a driver of workplace violence.  Union representatives 

advocated for employees by commenting on the physical demands placed on workers: 

 Pressure. A lot of people don’t know how to handle pressure or stress very 

well . . . fatigue as well.  I get crankier when I get tired . . . the hours that we run can 

be crazy.  We normally work 10-hour shifts and sometimes we work an hour extra 

overtime.  We are also working through coffee breaks so we are not getting downtime 

together.  The coffee break is ours and it is often used to discuss things that happened 

so we can diffuse issues. 

 Stress is the main reason or driver of workplace violence because of heavy 

workloads—we should have a mental health therapist to help with stress—so we can 

stay healthy.  We are faced daily with machines not working, we need education on 

how not to stress out when the machines aren’t working. 
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PERSONAL DIFFICULTIES  

Respondents agreed that personal difficulties can spill over and escalate in the 

workplace. One testimonial highlights complex personal challenges as an important driver of 

workplace violence and notes the added dimensions of living in smaller communities and 

navigating employment uncertainty.  

Others pointed out general stress at home as another driver of workplace violence. 

That domestic stress combined with the fear of losing their jobs as result of difficult 

economic conditions for the industry were significant contributing factors to increased 

tensions and the higher risk of workplace violence.   

Financial difficulties were also identified as work-life stressors that drive workplace 

violence. Most agreed that the younger generation generally carries more debt and financial 

 The 10-hour shift is affecting lots of people who are 50 to 60 years old.  I get up 

at 2 a.m. and leave home at 3 a.m. as I live half an hour away, so I am tired when I am 

at work and exhausted at the end of my shift.  The mills are running 24/7 but there is 

only so much a person can take if we have to spend 11 to 12 hours a day at the mill.  

How can we move forward from this?  

 When someone is in a corner, they’ll bite.  It could be the company created the 

tension and/or it could be that the person created the circumstances; it’s both sides.  

People don’t see what people are challenged with. Someone may have a mental issue, 

family issues, debt, etc.  Living in a small community, you will know who has issues 

and who people’s friends are.  As the supervisor, you can talk to close friends and see 

how we can help. We need to take a different approach on how to handle and assist 

people.  
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pressure.  One manager captures the common sentiment of participants and suggests having 

access to training and supports for managing financial stress and personal challenges: 

MENTAL HEALTH   

Respondents identified mental illness as an important contributing factor to 

workplace violence.  The following narrative captures this point: 

A supervisor shares his difficult experience dealing with an employee with mental 

illness who became very threatening as result of being off his treatment plan or regular 

medication: 

 The new era, they are spending lots of money like water and they flip out easily 

and they stress out when they are in debt. This causes people to stress out and flip out 

easily so they are finding it difficult to control their anger. We need to have education 

on anger management and how to cope with stress. There is also a need to put out 

posters and make information available to everybody. 

 Mental health and substance abuse issues contribute towards workplace 

violence— because of these issues, how the guys communicate with each other— it 

becomes an issue. We have a lot of employees that work with each other for a very 

long time; and due to mental health problems, violence happens. 
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Respondents also linked substance abuse to mental illness, identifying that workers 

who are experiencing these challenges often struggle with conflict and can find themselves 

in violent incidents.  One respondent clarifies: 

Union representatives also expressed the need for a joint effort between the union and 

management to address issues related to mental health affecting workers.  In their own 

words, they estimate that every four to five people experiences mental health issues in the 

workplace.  

BLUE COLLAR, MALE DOMINANT WORKFORCE 

In sawmill environments with limited female participation in trades and production 

work, the employee base is predominantly male in gender.  Out of 367 survey participants, 335 

or 92.1 percent were male, reflecting actual workplace demographics.   In addition and 

similarly with most sectors in today’s economy, an aging population powers today’s workforce 

in sawmills.  Highly experienced, these workers also bring with them their knowledge and 

 I was threatened by one of the workers and he was taken off the shift.  We live in 

a small community so I was concerned about my family and my safety. I was on edge; 

and when I’d see him in town, I would put my kids behind me because I wasn’t sure 

what he would do.  I didn’t get any counselling about the severity of the threat.  The 

information I got back from management and HR wasn’t adequate and this was very 

frustrating. He came back to work and came back under my direct supervision. 

 Mental health, substance abuse, lack of social skills and the inability to have any 

skills regarding conflict resolution—much of this stems from people’s upbringing.  If 

you are carrying around some sort of baggage, this stays with certain individuals 

through life; and unless they get some help, this will always be a problem.  



Workplace Violence in Sawmills in BC Page |86 

history of workplace conduct, often struggling through difficult challenges and relationships 

with their employers.   

Although many skilled and educated workers are employed at the mills, one 

employee’s comments capture a common and persisting perspective about the general culture 

of sawmill environments: 

BULLYING AND HARASSMENT 

Respondents also expressed concerns about the lack of trust, miscommunications, as 

well as jealousy, inappropriate and discriminatory behaviours fueling workplace stresses.  

One respondent remarks on the bullying he experienced at his sawmill: 

Respondents also identified discrimination as another key driver of workplace 

violence in sawmills.  More particularly, employees expressed witnessing and experiencing 

age, race, and gender discrimination.  The following commentary illustrates the prevalence of 

race discrimination: 

 You don’t have to have a college education to get a job, so this is not a high 

skilled labour force, and they have some old school type of mentality.  It is 

predominately a male-dominated environment so guys are going to puff out their chest 

and intimidate others to get their way. 

 The person doing the bullying is usually jealous of the person they are bullying 

and the reason they don’t like that person at all. There are so many different 

variables, but most of the time it is jealousy and mistrust.  
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RO4:  THE PREVALENCE OF WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

A range of harmful behaviours was explored to help identify what signals the 

prevalence of workplace violence in sawmill environments.  Eighty-nine percent (89.6%) of 

survey respondents attested to witnessing inappropriate language, 51 percent indicated being 

subjected to verbal abuse, 18 percent reported threats of violence, and 5% indicated they 

witnessed sexual harassment.  Thirty-two percent (32.8) of respondents reported never 

experiencing workplace violence at their mill. Conversely, 67.2 percent have experienced 

workplace violence. 

In addition to psychological offenses, survey respondents attested to witnessing and 

experiencing many forms of workplace violence during the preceding 12 months, including 

to a lesser degree and yet of grave consequences, the physical acts of striking with a weapon, 

shooting, suicide (self-directed violence), sexual assault, and fatal assaults resulting in death. 

  

 There are usually groups of people among workers who bully and harass people 

from different ethnic groups. If somebody doesn’t like something that was done, the 

comments would be like, ‘that East Indian did it.’ The comments will always be 

derogatory.  
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Over the past 12 months and in relation to your work, 

have personally witnessed or experienced . . .  

 

Responses 

Inappropriate language 89.6% 

Verbal abuse 51.0% 

Verbal threats of violence 18.0% 

Sexual harassment 4.6% 

Pushing; shoving; punching 8.2% 

Fistfights 1.4% 

Threatening emails received by employees 2.2% 

Struck by a weapon 0.8% 

Shooting 0.3% 

Stabbing 0.0% 

Suicide; self-directed violence 3.8% 

Sexual assault 0.3% 

Fatal assault (i.e. assault resulting in death) 0.3% 

Figure 23  Forms of Violence Witnessed in Last 12 Months 

KINDS OF WITNESSED WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Interview and focus group responses further validated that both management and 

union representatives concurred that the prevailing harmful behaviour observed in the mill 

environment is psychological in nature. One manager implied a contradiction between 

psychological bullying and the worker-friendly sawmill: 

A union representative’s narrative also reminds us that every threat must be taken 

seriously.  

 The days of physical violence are very few and far between. We moved into an 

era of psychological bullying . . . we have managed to keep the work environment 

worker friendly. 
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The violence is there at the lower and higher levels and not a lot of attention is 

given; but every year or so we see something popping up, and we need to deal with 

things like this. 

Most employees highlighted the incidence of threats and verbal violence as frequent 

occurrences, and discussed the presence of bullying and harassment, inappropriate language, 

gossiping, and belittling as normalized conduct in the workplace.    

Another employee states the importance of holding leadership accountable and 

recognizes that a skilled approach can be critical.  He explains: 

Respondents also mentioned that a culture of disrespect is an indicator of the preva-

lence of workplace violence.  Some suggest that disrespectful behaviour is more common 

among older workers while others assign violence to younger generations.  Additionally, 

respondents recognized that the use of inappropriate language and verbal abuse to com-

municate or resolve conflict as common and normalized conduct in a male-dominated work 

environment.  One respondent shared the sentiment of others, identifying a high-risk work area 

A year ago one of the younger workers came to work and made some threats after he 

was messed around concerning his pay/overtime for some time by his supervisor, and 

he was escorted out.  That person lost his job and the police took him away. Now 

every time somebody makes a threatening statement, everybody takes it serious. 

 There are triggers and people are irrational.  We had an incident at Nanaimo 

[fatal shootings] and no one saw that coming.  I see things, and we try to motivate 

leadership to deal with these things. We don’t have the knowledge to deal with the 

violence properly. 
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for violent occurrences and how workers can also be benevolent in supporting one another, 

including personally intervening to diffuse a situation. 

Respondents also expressed their wishes to see more attention given to mental health 

and substance abuse issues to effectively respond to workplace violence, estimating that, [one 

in] every 4 to 5 people [20 to 25 percent] experiences mental health issues. One interviewee 

captures the general sentiment around the incidence of workplace violence caused by mental 

illness and personal difficulties such as losing your source of income: 

 The production department is considered the worst place where violence is rife.  

You have about 35 people and violence is happening more, and there’s more in 

production departments than in other departments.  We had a fellow that worked in 

the depart-ment that since passed away, but he was wound tight.  I would hear him 

threatening others but he would come and talk to me, and he would listen to me.  I 

could reason with him about his behaviour and whatever the situation was.  I would 

tell him that he was making everyone uncomfortable. 

 I think the sawmill is becoming less violent in terms of the type of behavior. I 

would have seen 20 years ago.  However, the risk of the incidents we saw two years 

ago has increased.  This has increased due to mental health. This has to be addressed 

in the society.  There is a greater amount of stress on individual than ever before.  

Twenty or 30 years, ago, if you were an unskilled labourer, there were lots of job 

opportunities; now, if you are an unskilled labourer, you feel like a rat caught in  

a trap. 
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RO5:  CONSEQUENCES OF WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Respondents were also asked to indicate how workplace violence has impacted 

them or a coworker who experienced workplace violence. For example, 69.2 percent of 

respondents indicated that workplace violence increased their stress levels; 47 percent stated 

feeling angry (47.1%); feeling upset, confused and frustrated (46%); felt decreased levels of 

coworker trust (41.4%); decreased levels of management trust (41.4%); conflict and tensions 

between coworkers (37.9%); decreased work performance (33%); decreased sense of safety 

and security (32.7%); decreased productivity (30.5%); depressed and anxiety attacks 

(28.6%); decreased commitment (27.8%); decreased employee engagement (27%); sleep 

disruption (26.7%); shock and disbelief (26.4%); low self-esteem (26.2%); hurt and 

disappointment (25.3%); victimized (24.3%); greater concern for work-life balance (23.2%); 

and increased fear (22.9%). Additional impacts of violence included negative emotions, poor 

relationships, and abusive behaviour affiliated with the use of drugs and alcohol. 

The following results detail the respondents’ answers when prompted to describe how 

workplace violence impacted them or someone who experienced workplace violence. 

Only 15.5 percent of respondents indicated they had never witnessed or experienced 

workplace violence and only 6.5 percent indicated they or a coworker were not affected by 

workplace violence.  These are bleak statistics in terms of wellbeing in the workforce. 

Interviews and focus group discussions helped qualify the above results.  Managers 

outlined the impact of workplace violence on the organization and the employee group as a 

whole—employee turnover, lack of trust within the organization, low morale, an unstable 

environment with high absenteeism, and damage to machinery.  On the other hand, union 

representatives spoke of the consequences of workplace stress from the perspective of 

individuals.  Effectively, the experience of bullying, harassment, or any form of misconduct 
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and violent behaviour affects everyone and the systems that surround them.  Workplace 

violence is experienced across employee groups and has a profound impact on the individual, 

the organization, and the community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Most interviewees spoke of stress, anxiety, sleep deprivation, disengagement, mental 

instability, reduced performance, general insecurity, and reduced confidence that results in 

Please indicate how workplace violence has impacted you or 

someone who has experienced workplace violence. 

 

Responses 

Increased stress levels 69.2% 

Feeling angry 47.1% 

Feeling upset, confused or frustrated 46.0% 

Decreased level of coworker trust 41.4% 

Decreased level of management trust 41.4% 

Caused conflict/tension between coworkers 37.9% 

Decreased work performance 33.0% 

Decreased sense of safety and security 32.7% 

Decreased productivity 30.5% 

Depressed/anxiety attacks 28.6% 

Decreased commitment 27.8% 

Decreased employee engagement 27.0% 

Sleep disruption 26.7% 

Shocked/disbelief 26.4% 

Lowered self-esteem 26.2% 

Hurt/disappointed 25.3% 

Victimized 24.3% 

Greater concern for work-life-balance 23.2% 

Increased fear 22.9% 

Impact ability to get to work (including being late, missing work, 

or both) 
20.7% 

Problems relating to relationships with others 15.8% 

I have never witnessed or experienced workplace violence at the 

mill. 
15.5% 

Feeling harmed or threatened by the experience 15.3% 

Coworkers did not have respect for me, or the abused. 13.6% 

Lost wages from time off work. 13.6% 

Feeling ashamed. 13.1% 

Left the job. 13.1% 

Increase drug or alcohol use. 11.7% 

Increased cohesion among employees. 11.4% 

Did not affect me or coworker. 6.5% 

Figure 24  Impact of Violence on Employees 
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increased absenteeism and using sick time to avoid going to work.  One respondent reiterates 

this point when he reflects on being bullied and intimidated: 

Another respondent highlights the impact on an individual’s job performance and 

those around him: 

Further, employees highlighted that a toxic environment can be the product of 

workplace violence, indicating that it can be discouraging and frustrating for individuals 

wishing to get through the day honourably to be working side by side with bullies.  In 

addition, interview participants were asked who would be the ideal person or position to 

report incidents of workplace violence to.  Employees indicated that they would be more 

likely to trust a qualified hourly position rather than approaching HR or administrative staff. 

They also communicated that their immediate shift supervisor should receive reports 

of workplace violence, while others expressed the importance of having both union and 

management working collaboratively in addressing workplace violence.  Respondents also 

emphasized the importance of having someone from the floor they could trust who is 

impartial, objective, and approachable.  

  

 You feel really bad and don’t want to go to work.  You also experience stress, 

anxiety, lack of sleep, worrying and second guessing yourself all the time—it does a 

lot to a guy’s mind. 

 When people are uncomfortable to go to work, this affects how people do their 

jobs and how they perform.  If your mind is preoccupied with other things than your 

job, this creates a safety issue at work as well as a performance issue. 
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Managers and union representatives reminded us not to underestimate the effects of 

workplace violence.  They also spoke about the strains on the mills of employee turnover and 

a general lack of trust among employees, pointing out that employees’ insecurities linger for 

a long while after an incident. 

RO6:  PREVENTING AND STOPPING WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Survey participants considered the degree that workplace violence could be prevented 

and stopped in sawmills.  In particular and from a list of possible actions, participants were 

queried about what measures they felt should be used to prevent and stop workplace 

violence.  Although survey results show some ambivalence in the areas of determining what 

defines violent and bullying conduct and how to respond and report incidents, respondents 

strongly recognized critical areas requiring action to reduce and stop workplace violence.  

Most respondents either strongly agreed or agreed that all reports of violence, 

harassment, and bullying should require a mandatory investigation.  A high percentage (77 to 

79 percent) of respondents also indicated that all employee groups would benefit from 

gaining skills on workplace violence and bullying and that appropriate and consistent 

consequences be applied to perpetrators of violence at the workplace.   
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Which measures should be used to prevent and stop workplace 

violence at your mill? 

Responses 

Institute a mandatory investigation of all reports of violence 

harassment and bullying. 

 

 

85.59% 

Provide Human Resources personnel with training on preventing 

and responding to workplace violence. 

 

 

82.55% 

Provide employees with training on organization workplace policy. 

 

79.34% 

Provide managers and supervisors with training on organization 

workplace violence policy. 

 

 

78.91% 

Provide employees with training on conflict resolution. 

 

77.96% 

Refer potential victims of domestic abuse to an Employee 

Assistance Program (EAP) or counseling 

. 

 

76.03% 

The offender should be put on probation. 

 

70.99% 

The offender should be given a written warning. 

 

69.42% 

The offender should be suspended from work. 

 

66.11% 

Immediate termination of employee’s acts of violence. 

 

52.86% 

Figure 25  Measures That Should Be Used to Stop Violence 

In addition, when prompted to identify locations in the building or on the worksite 

where violent incidents were most likely to occur, respondents either strongly agreed or 

agreed to the following locations:  
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Where in the building or on the worksite do you 

think a violent incident would most likely occur? 

Responses 

Parking lot. 64.19% 

Lunch rooms. 61.7% 

Production line. 44.29% 

Maintenance shops. 38.16% 

Sawmill yards. 35.18% 

Private offices. 33.8% 

Entrance to the mill. 33.22% 

Building exits. 31.41% 

Bathrooms 27.42% 

Figure 26  Where Violence Occurs at the Mills 

Respondents participating in the interviews and focus groups further elaborated their 

viewpoints and reiterated survey findings on how workplace violence could be prevented and 

stopped.  A number of guiding principles and strategies emerged from these discussions.  

JOINT COMMUNICATION AND COLLABORATION 

All employee groups deemed joint communication and collaboration as essential to 

fostering a positive working environment and to better respond to workplace violence.  A 

manager conveys the imperative of improved communications among employee groups for 

curbing and stopping workplace violence.  He also considers the implications for policy in 

other provinces:   

  

 Ongoing communication, education and collaboration with all workers should 

be the first step to success.  We also need to look at provincial and federal legislation 

across all the industry. Violence is a societal thing that employers have to deal with. 
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This sentiment is shared and captured in another manager’s resolve: 

Better communicate the challenges the industry faces with respect to workplace 

violence.  In a lot of ways, they are going about things correctly as this research 

would not have happened 10 or 15 years ago.  The leadership is getting better, and I 

would hope to see more people in leadership positions attend workplace violence 

training and meetings. 

One union representative and senior employee relates limited and generally poor trust 

in the organization as he recalls previous work tensions between management and the union 

membership: 

Respondents also reasoned that employers should actively listen to their workers for 

effectively developing strategies to prevent workplace violence. One employee emphasizes 

the need for greater collaboration between management and the employees to ensure 

everyone is on board and that consequences to workplace violence are consistently applied.  

When asked if they could provide some advice to management, employees echoed the 

sentiments of the following response:  

 We need to create a joint venture committee where union and management can 

work together, where management is committed to meetings and not walk away. We 

need to come up with something as I have a few years around the block. I’ve 

experienced that if the company wants to push the union aside and move forward with 

an initiative, they do—and if you say something they don’t like, things get squashed.  

 I would tell them [management] not to overload certain jobs and if they are 

going to single out people, they better make sure that other people aren’t doing the 

same thing.  
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EDUCATION AND TRAINING 

All respondents saw increased access to education and training for all employee 

groups as key to reducing and stopping workplace violence.  Union representatives shared 

the view that the development of employees was essential and should be reinforced with the 

engagement of leadership: 

Management and union participants suggested working collaboratively to disseminate 

information on workplace violence with the use of posters, flyers, and notice boards to get 

the information throughout the organization.  One union representative added:  

Most respondents highlighted that educating workers to recognize workplace 

violence, prevent and/or stop the occurrence of workplace violence as instrumental.  

Additionally, the advent of technology in the workforce and the possible role of email and 

text correspondence resurfaced as perceived agents of workplace violence.  Although, survey 

results indicate that a mere 3.3% of respondents have experienced or witnessed threatening or 

bullying texts and emails, employees’ narrative could suggest further inquiry in this regard.   

 Education is part of the solution.  We need more education—we need that 

driving force.  As union members, we don’t have any power…all the power is in the 

hands of the employer.  We need some kind of backing to make things move 

forward . . . in my 44 years of working, this is the first survey done on workplace 

violence. 

 Employers need to educate people on how to get information about workplace 

violence out on the floor. We need to get commitment from the employer to go on the 

road to solve these problems. We need to have proper tools to deal with the issues and 

to identify some of these issues.  
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The following comments emphasize that employee conduct has evolved over time 

and that training is required in order to learn about what constitutes and describes workplace 

violence: 

One manager specifies the need to better prepare supervisors and front line managers, 

suggesting that training could help de-escalate incidents: 

Managers also spoke of providing information sessions from the EAP provider to 

increase awareness and understanding of and effective responses to workplace violence.  

They suggest that although the information about the program is available, the stigma around 

accessing services remains.  A misperception exists that this service mainly targets individ-

uals with issues of substance abuse.  They recommend that EAP be better promoted for a 

fuller and better understanding of the services available to employees and their families. 

Finally, most respondents believed that sustained and ongoing training and education 

were essential to introducing and maintaining a positive and healthy workplace.  The training 

most identified for personal support was stress and anger management.  One worker explains: 

 Educate people on what workplace violence is.  What was said and done 30 

years ago is no longer acceptable… things have changed over the years, like online 

stuff, emails.  Violent behaviour has changed as people are now texting violent threats 

to each other at work.  

 We have to educate supervisors to de-escalate matters from an escalation 

perspective.  There are likely behaviours that occurred before [an incident], so we 

want to educate supervisors to get at the heart of the matters. 
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Respondents also suggested training in effective communications and conflict 

resolution as effective strategies, as well as any training to gain insights into the subtleties of 

bullying and harassing behaviour in the workplace. 

ZERO-TOLERANCE POLICY 

Union representatives emphasized that employers’ acknowledging that violence exists 

in the workplace is crucial to advancing any effort to remedy and stop workplace violence.  

They also conveyed that failing to address issues when they first occur causes greater 

challenges to be overcome with greater effort later on down the road. 

Respondents highlighted the need for a clear workplace violence policy and for 

establishing protocols for mandatory reporting to address and adequately respond to 

workplace violence.  Further, they indicated that, ‘as soon as an incident is brought forth,’ 

initiating and completing an investigation is required. Managers also underlined the 

importance of having access to expertise for safely reporting incidents and the necessary 

resources to provide supports for individuals affected by bullying and harassment:   

  

 I don’t think we can fully stop workplace violence.  There will always be a bit of 

violence because of different characters and there will always be someone to bring 

aggression to the workplace.  I think people can learn how to deal with things a little 

differently.  Anger management teaches you how to deal with things differently.  It can 

be an ideal solution to address workplace violence. 

 Making people aware of violence.  We need to have a more concrete definition of 

what violence in the workplace is.  We need to also be clear on steps people need to 

take to prevent it and to report it. 
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Another contribution was: 

Some employees felt that putting cameras throughout the workplace or in vulnerable 

areas would help reduce and/or stop workplace violence.  This interviewee explains, If there 

are cameras, you can see how employees behave.  People think that they are not being seen 

so they go off the wall. 

In order to implement a zero-tolerance policy regarding workplace violence, 

managers also suggested that prevention, prompt responses, and consequences should apply 

for inappropriate conduct:  We can take action before it escalates—like the issue in Nanaimo, 

we can stop things before something happens.  We need to have consequences for actions. 

Union representatives and employees also highlighted the importance of 

demonstrating effective management of workplace violence incidents. One union 

representative stated:  

Respondents also suggested the use of progressive discipline to respond to violent 

incidences and reinforced the notion that everyone should be involved in creating and 

supporting a zero-tolerance stance towards workplace violence.  In order to encourage 

employees to report incidences of violence, employees require the trust and confidence that 

inappropriate conduct will be addressed with appropriate consequences.  The engagement of 

 More crackdowns on actions and accountability to that…have more resources 

that people can anonymously use to assist them if they are feeling bullied.  People who 

need that step are not willing to call, as they feel shamed by it. 

 From the company side, it is easy to suspend both guys that are involved in the 

violence incident.  This is the way the company deals with it. From the union point of 

view, we can suggest and guide the employees. But as a union, we don’t have a tool to 

resolve this issue.  
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all factions of the organization was identified as foundational for introducing new practices 

and cultural change to recognizing, preventing and stopping workplace violence. 

WORKPLACE STRESS 

Interviews and focus groups reaffirmed a number of specific interventions to help 

mitigate and stop workplace violence.  Respondents underlined the importance of coffee 

breaks in reducing stress, tension and frustration.  In addition to providing some respite, 

coffee breaks are deemed essential for problem solving and working effectively as a group.   

One employee emphasizes this point: 

Employees also expressed that some positions could be revisited to alleviate pressures 

as they felt that some jobs are over-loaded while other jobs lend themselves to boredom as 

result of the repetitive nature of the work.   To reduce workplace stresses, respondents 

recommended the re-evaluation and redesign of job descriptions for such positions—more 

rotation, and even reconsidering shift work all together. 

 I would change something that upper management is making our foreman do—

like making us work through our coffee breaks.  It doesn’t work when they make us 

work through coffee breaks as it makes us hold onto aggression more…You need to 

calm down and talk about it.  It takes the level of aggression from getting to the 

breaking point down to a reasonable level—the coffee breaks help workers with this. 

 Eliminate the shift work and do something about boring and repetitive jobs.  

There is a need for shift change—employers that are willing to take a step back about 

changing the shifts will be a win-win option and reduce workplace stress.  



Workplace Violence in Sawmills in BC Page |103 

RO7:  DISCUSSION OF RESULTS  

This study highlights combined perceptions and experiences of workplace violence in 

sawmills in BC.  The study was made possible from the generous contributions of sawmill 

workers sharing their lived experiences, their reflections on the prevalence of workplace 

violence, and what can be done both in the short and long term to mitigate the risk of, to 

prevent, and ultimately to stop workplace violence in sawmills in BC. 

All sawmill employee groups from all survey sites are represented in this study.  

From each facility, the leadership of the mills, the United Steel Workers’ union, and 

employees contributed to the findings. Largely as result of the will of the contributing 

organizations and the contributions of participants was the attainment of insights and 

understanding made possible. With a high survey response rate of 41.24%, the research  

trusts the validity of findings and that ensuing recommendations will resonate with the 

contributors and accurately reflect workplace realities.  Findings will be both pertinent and 

applicable to other workplaces and employment sectors:  

• Other sawmills in BC. 

• Other industrial and manufacturing environments in the forestry sector; such as, 

planer, finger joint, and pulp and paper mills. 

• Other sectors with industrial and manufacturing work settings.   

• Workplaces with a dominant male workforce. 

• Workplaces affected by internal employee-to-employee violence. 

Further, this research contributes to the body of knowledge currently available on 

workplace violence and introduces new evidence for industrial and manufacturing settings in 

British Columbia. 
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KEY FINDINGS 

This research project aimed to better understand workplace violence and specifically 

the kinds of violence that occurs in sawmills in British Columbia.  This study provides 

baseline data to explore a sector that has been unrepresented in previous workplace violence 

research.  In better understanding the problem itself, sawmills will be better able to find or 

identify solutions that more comprehensively address the issue of workplace violence. 

Main conclusions can be derived from the analysis of results.  What follows is a 

succinct summary of key findings for each survey method—the survey questionnaires, one-

on-interviews, and focus group discussions.  

SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

The multiplicity of workplace violence is evident in all employment sectors but some 

critical issues are unique to sawmill environments.  The demographics that shape the context 

of workplace violence in sawmills are of a blue-collar hourly workforce, predominantly of an 

older male culture operating in a high-pressure industrial environment.  Over half (51%) the 

workforce is over the age of 50, of which 18.3 percent are aged 60 and older, which 

exemplifies an aging and retiring demographic similar to most sectors in Canada.  Most 

sawmill operations are located in small, resource-based communities and employees have a 

long history of working side-by-side; 31.6 percent of employees have been employed at the 

mill for 20 years and more, and 28.6 percent of respondents have been employed for 16 years 

and more.  Sawmill workers are almost exclusively of the same gender with males 

representing 92.1 percent of the workforce. 

Additionally, whereas most workplace violence in BC occurs from external 

perpetrators receiving services such as patients or clients, 93 percent of respondents indicated 
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that workplace violence identified, witnessed, and experienced in sawmill environments 

occurs internally among employees. 

Respondents clearly identified physical violence as workplace violence however had 

more difficulty recognizing psychological violence, or appeared ambivalent about what 

behaviours define psychological workplace violence.  The most common expressions of 

workplace violence identified by respondents were verbal abuse, the use of inappropriate 

language, swearing, yelling and calling one another offensive names, as well as threatening 

behaviours such as bullying, harassment, and discriminatory conduct. 

Respondents attested witnessing and experiencing physical and psychological violence 

in sawmills in BC and that violence could extend beyond the worksite to threaten family and 

friends in the community.  At the worksite, 63.5 percent of the participants experienced being 

yelled at, 48 percent reported having been sworn at, and 33 percent indicated being humiliated 

in front of others.  Fifteen percent of respondents experienced threats of being harmed, 15 

percent have been threatened to be hit, 14.2 percent have had an object thrown at them, 12 

percent reported being pushed or shoved, and 6.3 percent reported being hit or assaulted.  

These statistics are staggering.   

Of further concern, 28.2 percent of respondents knew of a situation at their sawmill 

that could potentially lead to violent actions.  In the last 12-months, 89.6 percent of 

respondents expressed witnessing inappropriate language, verbal abuse (51%), verbal threats 

of violence (18%), pushing, shoving or punching (8.2%), and threatening emails (2.2%).  Four 

percent (4.6%) indicated witnessing sexual harassment, 3.8% indicated suicide (self-directed 

violence), and 0.3 percent reported witnessing tragic shootings and fatal assaults.  

Overall, employees were ambivalent about their knowledge of the policy on 

workplace violence and how to report violent incidents.  More than one quarter of survey 
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respondents (26.7%) stated that they would not report negative or violent behaviour because 

they did not think anyone would do anything about it. Furthermore, 18.5 percent of respond-

ents indicated they did not want to get in the middle of the problem; 16.9 percent stated they 

would not report the violence as they might have misunderstood what they saw; 13.1 percent 

indicated they would not report violence because they felt they should handle it themselves; 

and 12 percent of respondents held the view that reporting would escalate the violence.   

Respondents were also ill at ease to report because of witnessing inconsistent 

consequences to perpetrators, victims penalized with the same consequence given to the 

perpetrator, or because negative repercussions seemed inevitable for the individual reporting.  

Furthermore, many survey participants indicated that they would not report incidents of 

violence, as they didn’t believe there would be a response or feared repercussions and 

negative consequences for doing so.  Employees’ responses of ambivalence towards policy 

on workplace violence and their fear or desensitized reactions are also staggering and 

crippling the participating organizations. 

When asked about the main drivers of workplace violence, respondents identified 

relationship issues, workplace stressors, poor communications and lack of trust, worker-to-

worker violence, plus a host of issues ranging from job dissatisfaction, personal difficulties, 

emotional problems, substance abuse, and mental illness. Additionally, workplace changes 

and the pressure to produce combined with the impact of not having job security all com-

pound the risk for workplace violence.   

Most respondents agreed or strongly agreed that training and education was important 

for all employee groups and that the collaboration and leadership of both management and 

union was required for effective and positive outcomes.  Most respondents also expressed 

that consistent and appropriate consequences needed to be implemented for inappropriate 
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conduct and/or incidents of violence.  Furthermore, respondents identified worksite areas  

that would benefit from increased security and were explicit about strategies for reducing 

workplace stress; such as, the scheduling of shifts, revising job descriptions, and reinstating 

coffee breaks where this practice may apply. 

ONE-ON-ONE TELEPHONE INTERVIEWS 

The multiplicity of workplace violence and its many facets were acknowledged, 

recognizing that workplace violence exists in sawmills.  Some employees believed that the 

perpetrators of violence are more often of the older generation with a long attachment to 

sawmill environments, indicating that the younger generation is more likely to see violence 

as unacceptable. 

Most interviewees described workplace violence as bullying and harassment and 

consistently reported witnessing this behaviour in sawmills.  Many reported incidences of 

physical assaults as well as threatening behaviours; including, discrimination, singling out an 

individual, and mobbing or isolating an individual.  Others qualified the use of abusive 

language and swearing as a common behaviour done in good fun among friends and that, 

although the behaviour may appear as violent from the outside, in the context of camaraderie. 

those actions are not considered violent. 

Workplace stress was identified as a contributing factor to workplace violence.  

Working through coffee breaks was an issue that came up loudly from all employee groups.  

Production employees, union representatives and managers believed imperatively that coffee 

breaks be restored and protected for workers to either socialize or debrief and discuss and 

problem-solve the operations of the sawmill.  Historically, employees used their coffee breaks 

to solve production-related problems; and removing that opportunity exacerbated the issue. 
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Respondents also spoke of a history of mistrust and limited confidence in union/ 

management issues and a difficult relationship with the leadership and management of their 

organizations.  Respondents however also felt that this survey and the broad engagement of 

the union’s stewardship and management teams were an encouraging start to initiating 

dialogue about improving organizational health and safety.   

Sawmill employees impressed upon us the pressures of production, including 

positions being overloaded and shifts eliminating coffee breaks and that remedying these 

tensions would reduce incidences of violence.  Respondents also identified areas in the 

building and around the worksite where increased security could improve with the use of 

surveillance cameras as a measure to prevent workplace violence. 

Interviewees elaborated on the demands of a high-paced industrial environment  

with high expectations for performance and production as an important driver to workplace 

violence.  Long shifts, whether complex or simple repetitive tasks, and a noisy and fast-

moving environment combined with the pressures of production were specifically noted.  

Many felt that personal difficulties, including high debt loads and the incidence of mental 

illness were also significant drivers of workplace violence. 

Most interviewees spoke of stress, anxiety, sleep deprivation, disengagement, mental 

instability, reduced performance, a general insecurity, and reduced confidence that all 

resulted in increased absenteeism and using sick time to avoid going to work to describe the 

impact of workplace violence.   

Further, employees highlighted that a toxic environment can be the product of 

workplace violence, noting that it can be discouraging and frustrating for individuals wishing 

to get through the day with civility to be working side by side or teamed up with bullies.   
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In addition, interview participants were asked who would be the ideal person or 

position for victims to report incidents of workplace violence.  Employees indicated that  

they would be more likely to trust a qualified hourly position rather than approaching  

Human Resources or administrative staff.  They indicated that their immediate shift 

supervisor should receive reports of workplace violence, while others expressed the 

importance of having both union and management working collaboratively in addressing 

workplace violence.  Respondents also acknowledged that for reporting to actually take 

place, it was important to have someone from the floor whom they trust and who is impartial, 

objective, and approachable.  

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS 

Managers and union representatives agreed that workplace violence exists in sawmills 

in BC.  Both groups defined workplace violence similarly by including harmful physical and 

psychological behaviours; such as, bullying, harassment and threatening behaviour.  Partici-

pants also highlighted that swearing remains commonplace in the work environment.  They 

identified that individuals pointing fingers at another during that person’s absence and 

ganging up on a coworker as manifestations of workplace violence.  They also emphasized 

the harm caused by rumours and/or by completely ignoring and excluding someone with the 

intent to isolate and intimidate that individual. 

All focus group participants agreed that personal challenges, mental illness and 

alcohol and substance abuse were significant contributing factors to workplace violence.  

Additionally, union representatives brought particular attention to workplace stressors; such 

as, high-production work, long shifts, and producing under extreme pressure while keeping 

the machinery and equipment from faulting.  They also included monotonous repetitive tasks 

and positions that lend themselves to boredom, fellow employees conducting nasty pranks, 
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and the inability to take earned coffee breaks to decompress, debrief, and problem-solve 

operations as additional contributing factors to workplace violence. 

Union representatives also discussed occurrences of discrimination and conveyed the 

importance of joint committees to address workplace violence and valued educating employ-

ees on workplace violence to better handle workplace stress and violent incidents at the mill. 

Managers outlined the impact of workplace violence on the organization and the 

employee group as a whole manifesting itself in high employee turnover, lack of trust within 

the organization, an unstable environment with high absenteeism, and damage to machinery.  

Whereas, union representatives spoke of the consequences of workplace stress from the 

perspective of individuals—anger, frustration, the decline of performance, mental illness, 

physical and psychological injury.  Managers and union representatives pointed out the 

strains on the organization with employee turnover and a general lack of trust among em-

ployees, noting that employees’ insecurities linger for a long while after an incident. 

Interview participants also suggested the use of progressive discipline and impressed 

upon us that it was imperative that everyone be involved in creating and supporting a zero-

tolerance stance towards workplace violence.  In order to encourage employees to report 

incidences of violence, employees require the trust and confidence that inappropriate conduct 

will be addressed with appropriate consequences.  The engagement of all factions of the 

organization was identified as foundational for introducing new practices and cultural change 

to promote inclusion and tolerance, and to recognize, prevent and stop workplace violence. 

Union representatives encouraged the orientation of new employees and spoke about 

the importance of leadership recognizing the occurrence of workplace violence.  They also 

suggested that a sustained and collective effort would be required to reduce workplace 
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violence, including better access to information and support at the worksite and having 

access to training and education for the betterment of all employees. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this research was to acquire new knowledge about workplace violence 

with a focus on sawmills in BC.  The ultimate goal of this research is to benefit all workplace 

environments and potentially extrapolate the findings to other heavy resource industries.  

This study introduces new baseline information and ground-breaking knowledge for sawmills 

in BC.  With a fuller understanding of employees’ perspectives and experiences of workplace 

violence, comprehensive strategies to address workplace violence are possible. 

The findings extracted from this study transpose to the following recommendations.   

RECOGNIZE THAT VIOLENCE IS OCCURRING IN SAWMILLS IN BC. 

• Accept the results of the study and understand that change needs to occur. 

• Recognize that everyone plays a role in maintaining a safe and inclusive 

workplace—that safety is everyone’s responsibility. 

• Harness the knowledge gained from the findings to determine joint management 

and union goals to create safer and more inclusive organizations. 

PROMOTE A CULTURE OF TRUST AND SAFETY. 

• In order to restore trust and safety, the need for cultural change is urgent.  Giving 

voice to employees’ concerns is paramount.  Respondents identified and com-

municated the following solutions to combating workplace stressors: 

o Re-instate coffee breaks.  Not only do employees require rest time but also 

coffee breaks are used to problem solve issues that occur on the floor. 
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o Re-consider the design of positions that are overloaded or that may lend 

themselves to boredom.  

o Revisit the collective agreement if necessary to address tensions around 

seniority, privilege, and access to over-time. 

• Examine how to improve alertness, morale, and performance and act on these 

findings.   

• Make it crystal clear—define the behaviours that are workplace violence and the 

behaviours that are not considered to be workplace violence, and describe these 

behaviours in concrete and concise terms that will be readily understood by 

everyone. 

• Respond and intervene quickly to workplace violence. With a better ability to 

recognize workplace violence, earlier responses and interventions are possible. 

• Provide education, coaching and leadership.  Continue to strive to embody a 

culture of continuous improvement within the organization—within all factions 

and departments. 

• Joint Health & Safety Committees can play a leading role in defining workplace 

violence (and what is not), in deploying information, and in representing and 

supporting both unionized and non-unionized employee groups towards the 

achievement of violence-free workplaces. 

• Restore the trust of employees by ensuring that appropriate consequences are 

consistently applied and witnessed by employees.  The confidence of employees 

will improve with the assurance that workplace violence will not be tolerated and 

action will be taken. 
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• Monitor progress and follow up with employees to inform them of such progress.  

Joint Safety committees are natural organizational vehicles to facilitate this task.  

CREATE AND ESTABLISH A ZERO-TOLERANCE POLICY. 

• Create an organizational policy using language that everyone understands.  Joint 

Safety Committees should be engaged with the policy development and ensure 

that the policies are written in clear language commonly used in the workplace so 

no misunderstandings occur about the intent of the policy. 

• Develop well-articulated protocols to report, respond to, and investigate 

workplace violence. 

• Assign workplace anti-violence and anti-bullying ambassadors, and invite experts 

from the floor to the task. 

EDUCATE AND TRAIN ALL EMPLOYEES 

• All training and education should flow from the policy to reinforce the true intent 

of the policy. 

• Training and education should be designed from a joint leadership perspective, 

meaning both management and union representation should be involved in the 

development of the violence-free workplace. 

• Provide training and/or access to training in areas identified by the employees. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study uncovers new knowledge of workplace violence and staggering data is 

revealed about the experiences of sawmill employees in British Columbia.  Research results 

provide insights into the culture and work environments of sawmills in BC in terms of how 
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the significance of some actions and gestures are understood, misunderstood, or missed when 

defining workplace violence.  Clearly, respondents understood physical violence and threat-

ening behaviour.  Less evident for employees were subtler, demeaning, bullying and 

harassing behaviours.  Responding to, investigating, and reporting workplace violence occurs 

in limited and often in covert ways. Violent behaviours do prevail in sawmills in British 

Columbia; and even worse, the lack of reaction and adequate responses reinforce the notion 

that these incidents are permissible and acceptable.   

Almost unanimously, 93.46 percent of respondents indicated that workplace violence 

is predominantly occurring amongst employees.  Internal horizontal or lateral violence is not 

unique to sawmill environments; it can be found within the walls of large or small organi-

zations and in private or public institutions.  Traditionally, horizontal violence has been 

associated with oppressed group behaviour that manifests as conflict within one’s ranks.22  

These occurrences of bullying and repetitive harassment breakdown the relationships among 

team or crew members, in turn undermining and threatening the wellbeing of others or 

actually leading to the injury of others.  

Most personal accounts in this study relate the dominance of psychological harm, 

threats and violence.  The data exposed staggering evidence of the pervasiveness and prev-

alence of psychological violence:  Sixty-three percent (63.5%) of the research informants 

attest to being yelled at, 48 percent being sworn at, 39.6 percent being gossiped about, and 

31.6% being called offensive names.  More troubling still, during the 12 months preceding 

this study, only 34.1 percent of respondents indicated being spared the experience of 

workplace violence.   

                                                
22 Retrieved from http://www.nursingworld.org/MainMenuCategories/ANAMarketplace/ANAPeriodicals/OJIN/ 

TableofContents/Vol152010/No1Jan2010/Combating-Disruptive-Behaviors.html 
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Furthermore, high incidences of psychological violence exist in sawmills—18.8% 

percent experienced intimidation, 21.5 percent felt bullied and harassed, and over 30 percent 

were either sworn at or made fun of.  Nearly half the respondents (47.1%) reported being 

yelled at by another worker.  As well as the substantial preponderance of psychological 

violence, 13 percent of respondents reported being subjected to physical violence at the work 

site, and another 11.7 percent disclosed experiencing physical threats.   

Furthermore, 28.2 percent—103 individuals out of 367 surveyed employees—

conveyed that they knew of a situation at the mill that could lead to violent actions.  

Compounding and perpetuating the challenge of workplace violence is the lack of clarity 

about what to report, who to report to, and how to report incidents of violence. Only 58.6 

percent of respondents indicated they would report an incident.  This ambivalence to violence 

is a staggering statistic that originates from a limited understanding of what defines 

workplace violence, bullying and harassment; a lack of trust that appropriate action would 

follow the reporting; and from the fear of escalating a potentially dangerous situation.   

Sixty-two percent of respondents disclosed that they would stop violence if they saw 

it, often preferring to intervene personally rather than notifying designated personnel (or lack 

of thereof) to address a violent situation.  Since employees are trying to deal with workplace 

violence on their own, urgent and imperative is that a concerted union/management effort be 

initiated to address, prevent, and stop workplace violence. 

For an organization to thrive, imperative is that all employees become advocates for 

safe, healthy, and productive work environments. Leadership and the values that leadership 

espouse are central in facilitating the attainment of violence-free workplaces.  These critical 

elements empower workers and play vital roles in violence prevention. All violent or 
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potentially violent incidents require an investigation and follow up.23  First and foremost, no 

doubt or ambiguity about what constitutes workplace violence, bullying and harassment can 

exist.  Employees require having access to fully developed and well articulated protocols for 

responding, reporting and investigating instances of bullying, harassment, and violence.  The 

stance of organizational leaders towards workplace violence is foundational and critical to 

making progress towards a safe, well, and productive environment. 

Immediate fixes such as installing surveillance cameras in vulnerable areas and 

reinstating coffee breaks have great significance for production crews and will assist in 

restoring trust and mending the employment relationship. Deliberating at length and having 

difficult conversations about the overwhelming prevalence of violence and the systemic 

toxicity of the workplace will be equally powerful in engaging and moving sawmill 

employees towards improving communications and restoring trust within their organizations.  

Employees will significantly benefit from information and training sessions to learn 

about expected civil conduct and the behaviours that define abusive conduct and workplace 

violence.  Employees generally expressed mistrust and misunderstanding of Employee 

Assistance Program (EAP) services, suggesting opportunities for EAP providers to confirm 

the confidentiality and the benefits of the range of their services.  This reassurance can be 

accomplished through information sessions and/or workshops made available to all 

employees both at the workplace and off the work site and by introducing resources at the 

request of employees. Employees are also likely to require training in workplace specific 

violence prevention procedures such as de-escalation, response to violent incidents, and 

reporting incidents.  In addition, respondents identified training to help employees gain skills 

                                                
23 http://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/careers-myhr/all-employees/safety-health-well-being/workplace 

/planning/violence 

http://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/careers-myhr/all-employees/safety-health-well-being/workplace
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for dealing with workplace stresses and personal difficulties.  Employees also expressed 

concern about mental illness in the workplace, the desire to gain greater understanding about 

this societal issue, and how mental illness generally affects individuals and their coworkers in 

the workplace.   

This research study also uncovered unique features of the lumber manufacturing 

environment:  

1. An aging and almost exclusively male workforce with long-term employment 

tenures fuels this industry, its male/female context, and the worker-to-worker 

violence. 

2. Several drivers to workplace violence in sawmills in BC are uncovered in this 

research—workplace stressors, personal stressors (such as family violence, 

personal finance, mental illness, and alcohol and substance abuse), and 

societal/psychosocial factors such as race and gender discrimination. 

3. Specific to the high pace of lumber manufacturing, a number of factors signal 

the prevalence of workplace violence and warrant action—verbal abuse; 

inappropriate language and swearing; demeaning, isolating and intimidating 

conduct; verbal and physical threats; and ongoing bullying and harassment 

between and among employees. 

4. Policies that define workplace violence, bullying and harassment and that define 

the consequences for such conduct are not widely known. 

5. Procedures for reporting incidences of workplace violence are also not widely 

known. 

6. Production areas are the pressure cooker hot spots for tensions, threats, 

intimidation, and violence.  
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The research literature also critically informs the urgent need for the sawmills to 

mediate and moderate the effects of stressors specific to their industry.  The reality that 

depressed employees attract fewer supports than non-depressed employees is also informing. 

The participating sawmills require leadership in exploring and mitigating traditional inter-

relational constraints within their ranks that create we-versus-they struggles.  New methods are 

required and exploring more contemporary and inclusive processes will be beneficial to all 

employees.  Managers and workers alike need to respect their employment circumstances and 

take responsibility for improvements in working conditions and for mitigating potential 

violence.  Jointly developing strong management and operational plans to stop bullying, 

harassment, and violence will set the organizations on a straight course of action. 

These plans clearly require the development of written policies and procedures, regular 

risk assessments, prevention procedures, work and supervisor training, procedures for 

reporting and investigating incidents, and well defined follow-up processes.  The plans should 

include a vision and values statement of the organization’s overall approach to preventing and 

dealing with the risks of harassment and violence, including training that can be tailored to the 

organization’s context. Since 93 percent of the employee base identifies the prevalence of 

worker-to-worker violence and additionally 25 percent of employees have disclosed 

witnessing violence in the employee/supervisor relationship, sawmill environments are unique 

in that violence is an internal threat versus an external one.   

This phenomenon unique to the sawmill environment, combined with an ambivalence 

to reporting violence, requires a cultural shift within the industry.  Clearly, many employees 

have normalized the uncivil, bullying, and violent behaviours in their environments and 

therefore are not fully understanding of the affect that these behaviours have on their fellow 
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workers and their workplaces.  Adding to that troubling statistic is a fear of reporting as 

employees believe reporting will be followed by reprisals and by being labelled as traitors or 

as ratting out their fellow workers. Therefore, violence is handled in covert ways within the 

organizations, with workers unskilled in responding to conflicts and violent incidents trying 

their best to mitigate their circumstances without professional assistance. 

The phenomenon of young workers having more financial stress than older workers 

appears to be an assumption that is widely held.  Follow up data collection in this area may 

lead to resources being available to these younger workers in planning for their financial 

futures.  Most interviewees spoke of stress, anxiety, sleep deprivation, disengagement, 

mental instability, reduced performance, general insecurity, and reduced confidence that 

results in increased absenteeism and using sick time to avoid going to work.  Clearly a 

business case for intervening and channelling similar resources into employee supports 

should be made. 

The Red Shirt Foundation expresses particular gratitude to the victims of violence 

who so generously responded to inform this study.  In addition to submitting 

recommendations for preventing and stopping workplace violence in sawmills, conclusions 

drawn and ensuing recommendations will have relevance beyond their origin and the scope 

of this research effort.   

As well, the research findings will be both pertinent and applicable to other 

workplaces and employment sectors and will add to the body of knowledge about workplace 

violence. Workplace violence is everybody’s business; and all strategies implemented to 

reduce violence in the workplace will have substantial positive impacts for contemporary and 

civil society. 
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Introduction   

This Research Charter documents the collaboration and good will of the signatories to 

conduct research to better understand the nature of workplace violence in sawmills in British 

Columbia (BC).  The Charter is an agreement that defines the principles that the parties will 

uphold and a framework of responsibilities of the stakeholders’ involvement in the research 

project. The Charter expresses a conveyance of will between the parties, indicating an intended 

common research focus and defined responsibilities among the parties. 

The Research Charter facilitates effective collaboration, commitment, and agreement 

that joins the parties of the research project to achieve success in conducting ethical research 

within a research freedom to explore the lived experience of sawmill employees; including 

administrative, hourly, and management workers.  The Red Shirt Foundation assume 

responsibility to ensure that the research is of benefit to society as a whole and that the 

research processes are accountable to both internal and external scrutiny.  

The parties signing below agree that the dissemination of research outcomes and 

results will be made public and therefore be of benefit to society.  The parties agree that 

successful knowledge transfer will be supported and maintained.  The signatories agree that 

they will support a stimulating and well-resourced research environment that is conducive to 

the success of the research.  

The Red Shirt Foundation, as the research initiator will hold ultimate intellectual 

property rights over the research outcomes and results and will share the research findings 

and recommendations freely with the research partners signing below.  The ultimate purpose 

of the research is to acquire new knowledge about workplace violence and to use that 

knowledge for the benefit of society as a whole.  The parties agree that the Red Shirt 

Foundation will use the research findings to educate the public, employers, and workers 
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about the nature of workplace violence and about the factors that may contribute to 

workplace violence.   

The parties agree that the sole purpose of the research is to identify workers’ 

perspectives and responses to workplace violence and the future development of resources of 

an educational nature. The ultimate goal of this research is to benefit all workplace 

environments with particular focus on the forest sector but also to potentially extrapolate the 

findings to other heavy resource industries. 

 
This research seeks to answer the following research questions and foci: 

1. What are the drivers of workplace violence at sawmills in BC? 
2. To what degree is violence accepted or normalized in these workplaces? 
3. Can the research findings be extrapolated to other workplace environments in 

BC? 

 

 

The research project will use a mixed methods approach that includes qualitative and 

quantitative data collection and analysis. The research study will have three significant 

phases.  

Phase 1 will includes the development of the Research Charter, the initial 

communication to employees about the research, the literature review and research 

methodology, and the research instruments.  

Phase 2 will involve collecting and analyzing the data. Surveying up to 2000 

individuals through online surveys and then randomly selecting 20 individuals for additional 

one-on-one interviews. Individuals who do not use computers will be provided with an 

opportunity to submit a paper-based survey. The researcher will also conduct 2 small-group 

feedback sessions, separately comprised of managers and hourly workers. The researcher 

will review company policy and programs on workplace violence.  
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Phase 3 will identify the research findings and culminate in the writing of the report 

that includes making recommendations to respond to workers’ perceptions of and 

experiences with workplace violence in sawmills in BC.  The researcher will maintain ethical 

standards and procedures and will ensure informed consent in gathering data from human 

subjects, confidentiality, ethical behaviour, and avoidance of personal risk to participants. 

The following table outlines research project milestones and timelines. 

 

Milestone Description Timeline 

1 Develop first communication, research charter, literature 
review, and methodology and research instruments 

 

October 9, 2015 

2 First Communication distributed to all site employees and 
Research Charter signed by all participating organizations 

October 13, 2015 

3 Pilot research instruments and receive feedback from 
stakeholders 

October, 16, 2015 

4 First round of data collection and preliminary analysis via 
survey 

October 29, 2015 

5 Second round of data collection through one-to-one 
telephone interviews 

November 6, 2015 

6 Third round of data collection through small group feedback 
sessions as well as review of company policy and/or training 
programs on workplace violence 

November 13, 2015 

7 Analysis of the data from the research  
 

December 18, 2015 

8 First draft of the research report December 31, 2015 

9 Finalize the research project. Present findings to site and 
funding sponsors 
 

January 31, 2016 

Communication and confidentiality  

This Research Charter outlines the communication strategy to be upheld in 

communicating and disseminating information to internal and external stakeholders. All 

parties agree that communication should be clear, simple, and sensitive to the nature of the 

research topic to the signatories to this Charter. Responding to inquiries from the media will 

be the responsibility of the Chair of the Red Shirt Foundation, Dr. Lynn Jacques, and will be 

general in nature until the research project is completed.  A common script will be developed 
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for general references to the research work. A press release of the research outcomes will be 

jointly constructed by the research partners upon completion of the research project.  

Communication among the partners will be conducted by email, teleconference, informal 

written reports, and face-to-face when appropriate.  

For the purpose of this Research Charter, all parties agree that confidential 

information supplied or disclosed by the research informants, directly or indirectly, will 

remain private and confidential. The researcher will maintain confidentiality throughout the 

research project and with her interaction with stakeholders.  Raw research data will be kept 

for one year after completion of the research, and then the raw data will be destroyed. 

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 

 

Signatories to the research (Research Partners) 

• Support the success of the research project by ensuring a well-resourced research 

environment. 

• Identify one site per employer where research will be conducted. 

• Identify one site contact at each site to work with the researcher to carry out the research. 

• Provide travel expenses for one hourly and one management employee at each site to 

attend a small group feedback session (location to be determined).  

• Attend the partners’ presentation of the research findings that will be held in Nanaimo, 

BC. 

Site contacts (1 Administrative and 1 USW Rep at each site) 

• Support the researcher to ensure timely administration and success of the research 

project. 

• Inform his or her organization about the purpose of the research and encourage 

employees to participate in the research project.  

• Provide all employees at each site with an opportunity to complete an online (or paper-

based) survey within a secure and anonymous process.  
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• Provide the researcher with copies of company policy and/or training information on 

workplace violence.  

• Assist the researcher in organizing two (2) small group feedback sessions (one group of 

excluded managers and one group of hourly employees) representing all sites.  These 

will be in person, face-to-face sessions.  

THE RED SHIRT FOUNDATION (RSF) 

• Oversee the research project with a RSF Research Management Committee. 

• Manage the overall operational and financial aspects of the research. 

• Hire the researcher and supervise the research activity. 

• Be the primary contact for the media and for communication among the research 

partners. 

• Provide project reporting to WorkSafeBC, a prime funder for the research. 

DURATION OF RESEARCH CHARTER 

This Research Charter shall be effective when signed by all parties and shall remain 

in force for the duration of the research project, to March 31, 2016.  

SIGNATORIES 
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APPENDIX B:  COMMUNICATION WITH EMPLOYEES 

MEMORANDUM 

To:  All Employees 

Date:  October 14, 2015 

From:  (enter names of contacts below) 

 
INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH PROJECT 

 

You are invited to help improve our workplace.  We are pleased to advise you that 

(insert Company name or the mill site name), the United Steelworkers Union, and the Red 

Shirt Foundation have jointly agreed to participate in a research study to better understand 

workplace bullying and violence.  We are asking that you take part by completing a survey to 

tell the researcher your experience with workplace violence. 

Who is the Red Shirt Foundation? This foundation was founded to STOP workplace 

violence and to provide resources and tools to enable people to create healthy, safe 

workplace environments where violence cannot thrive.    

When?  The survey will be given during the week of November, 9.  It will be given in 

an online/electronic format (a paper-based version will also be available if you prefer). 

Who is participating in the research?  The research is being conducted by the Red 

Shirt Foundation (www.Red Shirtfoundation.com), supported by sawmill employers (Canfor, 

Interfor, Tolko, Western Forest Products, and Weyerhaeuser Canada), the United 

Steelworkers Union, and WorkSafeBC.  The research results will be used to better 

understand workplace violence, and to guide in the development of educational materials and 

other methods to reduce all forms of workplace violence. 
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What else should you know?  Your participation in this research is entirely voluntary.  

You will not be required to disclose your name or the location of your mill. Your responses 

to the survey will be seen only by the researcher hired by the Red Shirt Foundation, and your 

information will be kept confidential.   

We encourage you to fill out the survey so we can assist the Red Shirt Foundation in 

conducting this research, from which everyone will benefit.  

How do you access the survey?  We will provide more information about accessing 

and completing the survey next week.  We encourage you to see this as an opportunity to 

help make workplaces safer for all workers and to fill out the survey.  We are asking all 

workers to respond either online or on paper. 

If you have questions about the research study, please contact one of us, 

 

Sign here ________________________________________________ 

 

  

 

(Insert name of employer contact & phone) (Insert name of USW contact & 

phone) 
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APPENDIX C:  SURVEY 

 

 

Understanding Employee’s Experiences 

of Workplace Violence in Sawmills in BC 

SURVEY    
This research project is funded by the United Steelworkers Union, Western Forest 

Products, WorkSafeBC, and the Red Shirt Foundation.  The survey is used to gather 

information about your experiences in your workplace. Your responses to the survey will be 

kept strictly confidential and you are not required to provide your name or the name of the 

mill where you work. 

Five mills in BC are participating in this study—Canfor, Interfor, Tolko, Western 

Forest Products, and Weyerhaeuser.  Your survey information will be combined with all the 

other mills participating in the survey.  This will further ensure your privacy and will not 

reveal any aspects of your identity.   

This survey is the first stage of a 3-stage research project. You are invited to submit 

your name and contact details at the end of this survey ONLY if you would like to 

participate in stages two and three of this research project.   

Stage 2 will be a personal one-on-one telephone interview with the researcher. We 

will randomly select 20 people who submit their names and phone numbers for follow up 

interviews.   

Stage 3 will be two face-to-face meetings. One meeting will be for hourly employees 

and one meeting will be for management employees.  These meetings will be held on 

different dates and in different locations. We will select a minimum of one hourly employee 

and one management employee from each mill to participate in a group meeting. The results 
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of this research project will be circulated to all participating mills for distribution to all 

employees. 

Please participate in this survey by answering the following questions and clicking 

the ‘submit’ button at the end of the session.  The survey will close on November 13, 2015.  

If you have any questions, please contact the researcher, Dr. Nicole Cvenkel at (250) 981-

0105 or by email at nicole@myworkandwellbeing.com . Your input is valuable, thank you 

for sharing your time and experience.  

The Survey should take about 15 to 20 minutes 

2. Consent to Participate 

In selecting the “I Agree” button below, I am consenting to participate in the Red 

Shirt Foundation Research Project, Understanding the Nature of Workplace Violence. 

I understand that the research being conducted relates to the experiences of workers at 

sawmills in British Columbia.  I grant authorization for the use of my survey information 

knowing that I will not be identifiable in the research study. 

I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary and that I may withdraw my 

permission to participate in this study without explanation at any point during the survey. 

I understand that I will not experience any adverse consequences for declining or 

withdrawing from participation in this study. 

 

   I DO NOT AGREE                         I AGREE 

 

 

 

mailto:nicole@myworkandwellbeing.com
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3. DEMOGRAPHICS 

We would like to know some basic information about you. Please check the box that apply 

1. What is your gender? 

 Male 

 Female 

 Transgender 

2. What is your age group? 

 Less than 20 

 21-29 

 30-39 

 40-49 

 50-59 

 60+ 

3. What is your marital status? 

 Single 

 Married 

 Living with Partner 

 Divorced 

 

4. Are you of Aboriginal heritage? 

 Yes 

 No 

5. Are you an immigrant? 

 Yes 

 No 

6. What is your ethnicity? 

 German 

 English 

 Scottish 

 Jamaican 

 Italian 

 North American 

Indian 

 Dutch (Netherlands) 

 Chinese 

 East Indian 

 Metis 

 Portuguese 

 Hungarian 

 Welsh 

 Ukrainian 

 Spanish 

 Jewish 

 Filipino 

 American 

 Polish 

 Canadian 

 Vietnamese 

 Irish 

 French 

 Russian 

 Swedish 

 Greek 

 Norwegian 

 Danish 

 Other (Please Specify): ________________________     
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7. In which group is your position 

 Administrative Staff 

 Hourly Worker 

 Management 

 Other (Please Specify): _________________ 

8. How long have you worked at this mill? 

 Less than 1 yr. 

 1-5 yrs. 

 6-10 yrs. 

 11-15 yrs. 

 16-20 yrs. 

 20+ yrs. 

9. What is your employment status? 

 Full-time 

 Part-time 

 On call 

 

4. DEFINITION OF WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Please check all that apply 

10. Which of the following behaviors would you say are workplace violence? 

 

 Yelling at you? 

 Calling you names that are offensive? 

 Swearing at you? 

 Sending you a threatening message by 

email or in writing? 

 Pushing or shoving you? 

 Threatening to hit you? 

 Hitting you? 

 Throwing an object at you? 

 Kicking at or shoving any of your 

personal belongings? 

 Saying something about your family that 

is offensive? 

 Giving you the impression that they 

want hurt you? 

 Saying something offensive about how 

you do your work? 

 Criticizing you in front of other 

workers? 

 Telling you that you might get fired? 

 Gossiping about you? 

 Telling other people negative things 

about you? 

 Making fun of the way you looked? 

 Making negative comments about your 

religion? 

 Threatening your personal safety at 

work? 

 Threatening your personal safety off the 

worksite? 

 Threatening the personal safety of your 

family off the worksite? 

 Threatening the personal safety of your 

friend off the worksite? 

 Telling you were to sit or stand while on 

lunch or other work breaks? 
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 Not providing you with enough 

information to do your job well? 

 Making fun of you in front of other 

workers? 

 Using facial expressions to let you know 

they don’t like you? 

 Making physical gestures that are 

offensive to you? 

 Threatening you about a personal debt 

that you owe to them? 

 Having a family member come on the 

worksite and threaten you? 

 Having someone you know but who 

does not work with you, come on the 

work site and threaten you? 

 

5. EXPERIENCE OF WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Please check all that apply 

11. While working on the job at your mill, has anyone ever:  
 

 Yelled at you? 

 Called you names that were offensive? 

 Swore at you? 

 Sent you a threatening message by email 

or in writing? 

 Pushed or shoved you? 

 Threatened to hit you? 

 Hit you? 

 Threw an object at you? 

 Kicked at or shoved any of your 

personal belongings? 

 Said something about your family that 

was offensive? 

 Gave you the impression that they 

would hurt you? 

 Said something offensive about how 

you do your work? 

 Set you up to fail by not giving you the 

information to do your job? 

 Made fun of you in private? 

 Made fun of you in front of other 

workers? 

 Made facial expressions that let you 

know they were dissatisfied with you? 

 Made physical gestures that were 

offensive to you? 

 Criticized you in front of other workers? 

 Told you that you might get fired? 

 Gossiped about you? 

 Told you that you cannot sit or stand 

near them? 

 Said negative things about the way you 

looked? 

 Said negative things about of your 

religion? 

 Threatened your personal safety at 

work? 

 Threatened your personal safety off the 

worksite? 

 Threatened the personal safety of your 

family off the worksite? 

 Threatened the personal safety of your 

friend off the worksite? 



Workplace Violence in Sawmills in BC Page |139 

 

6. WITNESSED WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Please check all that apply 

12. On the job, have you ever WITNESSED a coworker: 

13.  

 Yelling at someone? 

 Calling someone names that are 

offensive? 

 Swearing at someone? 

 Pushing or shoving someone? 

 Threatening to hit someone? 

 Hitting someone? 

 Throwing an object at someone? 

 Kicking or shoving someone’s personal 

belongings? 

 Saying something offensive about 

someone’s family? 

 Giving you the impression that they 

were going to hurt a fellow worker? 

 Saying something offensive about how 

another worker was doing his or her 

work? 

 Joking about interfering with someone’s 

work? 

 Making negative comments about 

someone in front of other workers? 

 Making negative comments of 

someone’s religion? 

 Making facial expressions that let you 

know they didn’t like a fellow worker? 

 Made physical gestures that were 

offensive to you? 

 Criticizing someone in front of other 

workers? 

 

 Telling someone that they might get 

fired? 

 Gossiping about someone at work? 

 Saying negative things about someone at 

work? 

 Saying negative things about the way 

someone looks? 

 Threatening someone’s personal safety 

at work? 

 Threatening someone’s personal safety 

off the worksite? 

 Threatening the personal safety of 

someone’s family? 

 Threatening the personal safety of 

someone’s friend off the worksite? 

 Threatening to hurt someone who owes 

them money? 

 Talking negatively about Aboriginal 

people? 

 Talking negatively about immigrants? 

 Talking negatively about gay people? 

 Talking negatively about females? 

 Talking negatively about males? 

 Talking negatively about older workers? 

 Talking negatively about young 

workers? 

 Talking negatively about white 

(Caucasian) people? 

 Talking negatively about people who are 

not white (Caucasian)? 
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7. TYPES OF VIOLENCE INCIDENTS 

Please check all that apply 

14. What kind of workplace violence that you have WITNESSED at your mill over the 

last 12 months? 

 

 Inappropriate language 

 Verbal abuse 

 Verbal threats of violence 

 Sexual harassment 

 Pushing; shoving; punching 

 Fistfights 

 Threatening emails received by 

employees 

 

 Struck by a weapon 

 Shooting 

 Stabbing 

 Suicide; self-directed violence 

 Sexual assault 

 Fatal assault (i.e. assault resulting in 

death) 

 

 

8. DIRECTION OF VIOLENCE 

Please check all that apply 

15. Indicate who was involved in inappropriate or violent behavior that you have 

WITNESSED at your mill in the last 12 months? 

 

 Employee and employee 

 Employee and supervisor 

 Customer and employee 

 Employee and spouse/partner 

 Employee and a romantic interest 

 Former employee and supervisor 

 Former employee and employee 

 Employee and customer 

 On site vendor and employee  

 Employee and on-site vendor 

 Union official and supervisor 

 Union official and union employee 
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9. VIOLENCE OUTCOMES 

Please check all that apply 

16. Have you ever WITNESSED violence in your mill that resulted in any of the 

following? 

 Physical injury to an employee? 

 Employee losing his or her job? 

 Going off work for an extended time? 

 Employee voluntarily quitting her or his job? 

 Loss or damage to mill equipment or property? 

 Other (Please Specify): ________________________________________________  

 

 

10. DRIVERS OF WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Please check all that apply 

17. Have you WITNESSED inappropriate behaviors or violence at your mill caused by 

the following? 

 

 Personality conflicts 

 Emotional problems 

 Mental illness 

 Personal relationship problems 

 Firings or terminations 

 Work-related stress 

 Job dissatisfaction 

 Drug alcohol abuse 

 Financial difficulties 

 Legal difficulties 

 Racial conflicts 

 Religious conflicts 

 Lay offs 

 Downsizing of a mill 

 Threats of strikes 

 Strikes 

 Employees defending themselves 

against other aggressive employees 

 Working in a noisy environment 

 Working in a fast-paced environment 

 Trying to communicate in a noisy 

environment 
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11. OCCURRENCE OF VIOLENT INCIDENTS 

Please check the box that apply 

18. Where in the building or on the worksite do you think a violent incident would most 

likely occur?   

a. Reception Area 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

b. Building Exits 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

c. Sawmill Yard 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

d. Maintenance Shops 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

e. Bathrooms 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

f. Lunch Room 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

g. Private Offices 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

h. Parking Lot 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

i. Production Line 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

j. Entrance to Mill 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

k. Other (Please Specify): _________________________________ 
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12. PREVALENCE OF WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Please check all that apply. 

Over the past 12 months and in relation to your WORK, have you been personally: 

 

 Yelled at by another worker at your mill? 

 Pushed or shoved by another worker at 

your mill? 

 Sworn at by another worker at your mill? 

 Poked fun of by another worker at your 

mill? 

 Threatened with physical violence by a 

worker at the mill? 

 Threatened with physical violence off the 

worksite by a worker from the mill? 

 Threatened by physical violence related to 

work at your mill by someone who does 

not work at your mill? 

 Hit by another worker at your mill? 

 Had another worker at your mill throw an 

object at you? 

 Felt intimidated by another worker at the 

mill? 

 Felt bullied by another worker at the 

mill? 

 Felt harassed by another worker at the 

mill? 

 Experienced unwanted sexual 

attention from another worker at the 

mill? 

 Experienced negative comments about 

your age? 

 Experienced negative comments about 

your ethnic background? 

 Experienced negative comments about 

your nationality? 

 Experienced negative comments about 

a disability? 

 Experienced negative comments about 

your sexual orientation? 

 Experienced negative comments about 

your gender? 

 

 

13. THE WORK ENVIRONMENT 

Please check the box that apply  

19. We would like to find out more about your WORK ENVIRONMENT. 

a. I feel safe at work. 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

b. I was informed about the risks of workplace violence at my mill. 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

c. I missed work because of being ridiculed or teased at my mill 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 
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d. I missed work because of fear of violence at my mill 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

e. I know of a situation that could lead to violence at my mill 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

f. I know what policies my mill has regarding workplace violence 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

g. I know that we have bullies at my mill 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

h. I know that we have racial problems at my mill 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

i. My mill has done enough to protect my safety 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

j. I am concerned about working alone with a certain employee at my mill 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

k. I feel comfortable that I would know how to handle a violent coworker 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

l. My mill has a system for reporting workplace bullying 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

m. I am required to report incidences of violence at my mill 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

n. I know how to report workplace bullying or workplace violence 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

o. We discuss workplace violence at safety meetings at my mill 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

p. My mill takes suitable corrective action against workplace bullying 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

q. My mill takes suitable corrective action against sexual harassment 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

r. My mill takes suitable corrective action against racial harassment 
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 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

s. My mill takes suitable corrective action against inappropriate worker behaviors 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

t. My mill takes suitable corrective action against workplace violence 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

u. People that I work with talk among themselves about how to handle bullies at my 

mill 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

v. People that I work with talk among themselves about how to handle violence at my 

mill? 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

w. I have received training in recognizing workplace violence 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

x. I have received training in preventing workplace violence 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

y. I have received training in dealing with workplace violence 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

z. I have received training on the security devices and/or measures available to me to 

protect my safety 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

aa. I have received information about domestic violence in the workplace 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

 

14. RESPONSES TO VIOLENCE 

Please check the box that apply  

20. We would like to find out how you respond to violent behaviors at work. 

a. I try to stop violent behavior when I see it. 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

b. I talk to the victim when I witness violent acts. 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 
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c. I talk to the aggressor when I witness violent acts. 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

d. If someone is violent with me, I tell them to stop. 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

e. I report violent incidents to the supervisor. 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

f. I report violent incidents to the Union representative. 

 Strongly Agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly Disagree 

15. REPORTING VIOLENCE 

Please check all that apply 

21. I DO NOT report negative or violent behaviors because. 

 I don’t think anyone will do anything about it 

 I don’t want to get in the middle of the problem 

 It isn’t my problem, so someone else should report it 

 I might have misunderstood what I saw 

 I am embarrassed that I couldn’t handle it myself 

 I don’t want to draw attention to it 

 It will just get worse 

 His or her buddies will take it out on me 

 I won’t get the next job posting 

 I will be shunned from the group 

 I should be able to handle this myself 

 Other (Please Specify): _________________________________ 

16. DISCUSSION OF WORKPLACE VIOLENCE 

Please check all that apply 

22. Away from work, who have you talked to about bullying and violence at your mill? 

 My spouse 

 My family 

 My friend/s 

 My religious leader 

 An elder in my community 

 My doctor 

 My counsellor 

 Other (Please Specify): __________________________________________ 
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17. Participation IN stage 2 of the research project 

Thank you for completing this survey and for helping the Red Shirt Foundation and 

workers at your mill better understand workplace bullying and workplace violence. 

Your survey information will be combined with all other surveys received from all 

the mills involved in this research project. 

The next phase of collecting information about workplace violence is to randomly 

select individuals who choose to participate in telephone interviews with the researcher. Dr. 

Nicole Cvenkel who is the President of My Work and Well Being Consulting Inc., would like 

to hear from people who would like to share their personal experiences with workplace 

violence. 

To be chosen to participate in an interview, please submit your first name and your 

telephone number below: 

Name: ________________________ Phone Number:  ___________________________ 
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Dr. Cvenkel will randomly choose 20 people from the list of people who have 

supplied their first names and phone numbers.  Dr. Cvenkel will notify you by (INSERT DATE) 

if you are selected for a follow up interview. 

Then, the final phase of data collection is to meet with two groups of people (one 

management employees and one union employees) to participate in face-to-face meetings to 

review the research findings and to assist in formulating recommendations for the research 

report.  These two sessions are called “small group feedback sessions.” The participants 

will be chosen by the employer for the management group and by the union for the union 

group. 

The results of this research will be provided to all employees at the mills that have 

participated in the research project. 

Thank you for your participation in this valuable research project! 

 


