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The definition of violence which is used by the Health and Safety Executive is:
“Any incident in which a person is abused, threatened, or assaulted in
circumstances relating to their work.”
This is a wide definition and is intended to make it clear that staff do not have
to tolerate assault, verbal violence, threats, intimidation or abuse as a part of
their employment.

What is the size of the problem?
No separate statistics are kept about violence against retail staff, but the British
Retail Consortium annual crime surveys have shown a steady growth in
incidents of violence and abuse over a five year period. In the latest Home
Office Commercial Victimisation Survey, nearly 20% of retailers reported that
they had been the victims of violence.
Violence against staff in service industries in the public and private sectors is a
serious issue. Keeping staff safe and providing them with training to help them
manage conflict more effectively is important for managers and staff. This
booklet provides some basic advice, but it is not intended as a complete training
programme. For more information, please contact your trade association, union,
the Health and Safety Executive or training provider.
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The main causes of
violence
The four main causes of violence are:
dealing with customer thieves, customer
disputes, robbery and payment disputes.
A person’s dress, manner or other
external impression should not be taken
as an indicator of how that person may
react in any incident.
■ Customer thieves
Everyone is capable of stealing – from
the well-dressed with money to drug
addicts who need to steal on a daily
basis to fund their addiction. There are
no stereotypes but the type of goods you
sell may be an indication of the type of
customers – and therefore thieves – who
you may have to deal with.
Dealing with someone who has stolen
goods – or who is strongly suspected of
having stolen goods – has to be
undertaken in such a way as to minimise
the risk of violence.

■ Customer disputes
Customer disputes over refund policies,
damaged goods, guarantees, quality of
goods, till queues, payments or other
issues, which may seem very minor, can
sometimes explode into violence, verbal
abuse or physical attacks. So customer
perceptions are an important part of
dealing successfully with disputes.
■ Robbery
Robbery – where violence is threatened
or used before or during the theft, is very
rare. But surviving a robbery, especially if
the offender is armed with a knife or gun,
may depend on how well you comply
with the robber’s demands.
■ Payment disputes
Disputes over the true price of goods,
how much was paid, what change was
given, cheque and credit card validation
or counterfeit notes can all be seen as a
challenge to the honesty of the customer
and must be dealt with carefully.
■ Other incidents
There may be other incidents which
could give rise to violence – dealing with
someone who may be mentally ill or
drunk or drugged, dealing with rowdy
youths or gangs.
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What can You do
About it?
Preventative strategies need to be
based on a sound understanding of
what may turn an incident into a
violent incident. This requires
management and staff to understand
some of the basic psychologies of
what can act as a trigger. Frequently
HOW the customer is dealt with will
determine the outcome. In many
cases potentially violent situations can
be defused by conciliatory words, tone
of voice, body language, not
embarrassing the customer or other
management methods.
■ Establish a Policy
Establish a store policy for the
management of conflict and ensure all
staff are aware of it. This will include
support from experienced staff who can
intervene and help to calm a situation
down. Emphasise that staff safety is
paramount and that retrieval of goods
or money is secondary. Insist that there
are no ‘heroics’ – no chasing after
suspects or tackling them. This could
lead to injury or even death if a suspect
feels they are going to be caught. If you
can set out a simple policy in writing,
this will help staff to understand the
importance of their role – and
remember to brief new staff.
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■ Train your staff
Good customer service from trained
and alert staff can help to prevent
violence just by presenting the right
image:
• Greet customers politely – and smile
• Ask them if you can be of assistance
• If you feel they may be trying to
steal, offer them a basket and tell
them you will come back to help
them find what they want
• Deal with complaints
sympathetically, listen carefully and
attentively and try to resolve the
issue – the person may become a
regular customer.
• Retain eye contact, do not cross
your arms, stare at the ceiling or
appear disinterested or bored
• Do not raise your voice, swear,
retaliate to abuse, point or wag your
finger
• Be observant and try to identify
when a customer is becoming angry
or tense
• Share experiences with less
experienced staff and pass on advice
and Techniques
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Store design and
layout
Store design and layout is intended to
create a welcoming atmosphere – it can
also help to reduce conflict if there is
good lighting, good sight lines and
windows are kept free of too many
obstructions so there is a good view in
from the street.
It may also help if there is a wide and
raised counter, especially where the cash
till is located. This can help prevent till
snatches or assaults on staff and till
guards make it more difficult to reach in
to the till. An escape route to a safe part
of the shop can also be helpful.

are a thief, they will soon leave.
Follow the procedures set out in our
guide “Preventing Customer Theft” which
is available on the ABCP web site
(www.businesscrime.org.uk)
• Making arrests for shop theft.
If you have to make an arrest, make sure
it is carried our professionally and quietly.
If the offender becomes violent, do not
try to detain him of chase him along the
road. Your safety is far more important
that the goods or the thief.
Follow the procedures set out in our
guide “Making Arrests” which is available
from the ABCP web site
(www.businesscrime.org.uk)

■ Thinking ahead
Reducing the likelihood of violence
occurring is far more effective – and more
cost-effective – with less disruption to
business, than dealing with it once it has
occurred.
• Prevent shop theft before it occurs.
Do not let known shoplifters enter your
store, or ask them to leave. You do not
have to give any reason other than “I
prefer if you shopped elsewhere.” The
vast majority of people comply with little
dissent. If you think you have a shop
thief in the store, give them additional
customer service and attention, if they
www.businesscrime.org.uk
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• Dealing with credit cards or cheques

■ If an incident occurs

Ensure your staff deal properly with
requests to retain credit cards – avoid
embarrassment when speaking on the
phone. Apologise to the customer for
having to retain the card. Tell him
quietly and out of hearing of other
customers. If he becomes threatening
or violent, return the card. Do not
accept cheques without a cheque
guarantee card, always compare the
signatures and never accept cheques
for more than the cheque card limit.

• Deal with it calmly and professionally

• Dealing with trouble-makers
Dealing with gangs of young persons
can be very difficult and stressful. The
more you intervene, the more
troublesome they may become. Keep
an incident log of ALL incidents. Try to
ban the ring leaders from the store.
Work with other retailers locally to ban
the main trouble-makers from all the
local stores. DO NOT be tempted to
sell alcohol, cigarettes or other agerelated products to under-age persons
to buy peace. Not only is it illegal, but
it will encourage young people to see
you as a soft touch and they will
become more demanding. Insist on
‘No proof of age, no sale’. Try to work
with the police in a structured,
problem-solving way to resolve the
issues.
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• Do not become personally involved –
be objective
• Attract the attention of other staff if
required
• If the incident becomes violent, staff
should not become involved in a fight
– try to escape or separate themselves
from the assailant
• Tell staff to back away and seek a
safer position – behind a counter or in
full public view
• Try to usher the offender from the
premises and lock the door if needed
• Get staff to write down what they
remember of the incident for police
■ Supporting victims
Any incident where violence or even
abusive or threatening language is used
is likely to be worrying and distressing
for staff. It creates uncertainty and
apprehension about other customers,
effects confidence of staff involved,
especially if they feel they (or the
management) did not handle the
situation well. How well staff are
supported after an incident, how they
are made to feel and how quickly they
are able to regain their confidence are
likely to be determining factors in how
they respond to an incident in the future.
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LOOK AFTER YOUR STAFF – they will
be shocked and distressed and will
probably need some immediate help –
medical assistance, a taxi home, days
off or referral to Victim Support. If
your staff are off work, visit them at
home and keep in touch – it may make
the difference between a good
member of staff resigning or returning
to work. Even staff who have not been
involved in the incident – or who may
not have been at work – may be
apprehensive and may need to talk
through the incident and understand
the situation.

Review how the incident was dealt with
to see if there are any lessons which
could be learned for how to deal more
effectively with incidents in the future
■ Employer’s duties
The Health and Safety at Work Act, 1974
places a legal duty upon employers to
ensure, so far as is reasonably
practicable, the health, safety and welfare
at work of their employees.
Employers must assess the risks to
employees and make arrangements for
their health and safety by effective
• Planning
• Organisation
• Control
• Monitoring and review
The risks covered should, where
appropriate, include the need to protect
employees from exposure to reasonably
foreseeable violence.
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Violence at Work – a Guide for retailers

Violence at Work – a guide for employers
The Health and Safety Executive has produced this excellent booklet which is
available free from HSE Books, PO Box 1999, Sudbury, Suffolk, CO10 2WA, Tel:
01787 881165.
For advice on health and safety ring the HSE’s Infoline on 08701 545500 or e-mail to
hseinformationservices@natbrit.com
Or visit the HSE website – www.hse.gov.uk

How to join a business crime reduction
partnership
For more information on whether there is a BCRP in your area go to the
Association of Business Crime Partnership (ABCP) web site:
www.businesscrime.org.uk and click on ‘crime partnerships’ then telephone or
e-mail AABC for further details.
The web site contains much information about the work of ABCP, so please
take some time to see what is being done to support businesses in their fight
against crime and see how you can make an active contribution by joining your
local BCRP.
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