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Abstract

Purpose – The recent global economic crisis affected workplaces in many countries, raising questions about
the employees’ situation. While most work-related studies in times of crises focus on job loss and
unemployment, this study analyzes workplace violence in the wake of the 2008 economic crisis among
municipal employees within care and education.
Design/methodology/approach –Mixedmethod approach was used for data collection; longitudinal online
surveys and focus group interviews were used.
Findings – The prevalence of workplace violence increased between the three time points of the study, in
particular in downsized workplaces. A higher proportion of employees working in care were exposed to threats
and physical violence than employees in education as clients of employees in care services were more likely to
lash out against employees due to cutbacks in services. Focus groups interviews indicated that the causes of
increased workplace violence may be due to a spreading effect both from within and outside the workplace.
Practical implications –Asworkplace violence can have serious consequences for the health andwell-being
of employees, it is important for those who have responsibility for the work environment and occupational
health in the workplace to design policies that take these findings into account.
Originality/value –Based on the mixedmethods, longitudinal survey and focus group interviews, this study
contributes to knowledge on workplace violence in times of economic crises. It shows that the prevalence of
workplace violence increased not only directly after the economic collapse but also continued up to five
years later.
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Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Although the occurrence of workplace violence is considered to be low in general, Harris and
Leather (2012) and Piquero et al. (2013) are among those who show that it can lead to adverse
negative outcomes, such as safety concerns, fear, deteriorating job performance and
satisfaction, psychological distress, emotional exhaustion and depression. Also, workplace
violence can have serious consequences for employees’ health and well-being (Boyd, 2002;
LeBlanc andKelloway, 2002) and quality of life (DiMartino et al., 2003).Workplace aggression
is neither random nor unpredictable (Barling et al., 2009). However, to be able to prevent
violence at work, it is important to understand the causes. As economic crises and downsizing
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are recurrent themes and often appear as detrimental to the staff, this article analyzes possible
interplay between downsizing and violence.Whilemost studies on the effect of economic crisis
on employees focus on job loss and unemployment, the potential increase of violence and
threats has received little attention. Therefore, we believe it is important also to shed light on
the well-being of the “stayers”, that is, those who remain at the workplaces in the wake of the
crises.Wedrawon literature showing that downsizing can create an insecure job environment,
which in turn, can diminish employees’ power, promote hostile interpersonal behavior
(Kulkarni, 2008; Roscigno et al., 2009) and cause psychological distress (Kulkarni, 2008;
Snorrad�ottir et al., 2015; Sweet and Moen, 2012). Barling et al. (2009) point out that evidence-
based conclusion about the role of layoffs and downsizing inworkplace aggression are needed.
Therefore, we aim to fill in this gap in knowledge by exploring potential influence of the global
economic crises in 2008 on workplace violence among “survivors”.

Even though the economic crisis in 2008 was a global one, Iceland is an interesting
country to study; as in October 2008, the three major banks in Iceland collapsed, triggering a
deep economic crisis with severe consequences for Icelandic society. The value of the national
currency fell dramatically overnight and unemployment increased, followed by rapidly
rising inflation; nearly every household, business and organization was affected. Between
2008 and 2009, the currency fell by 25%, and the inflation rate rose from 5.9 to 18.6%,
modifying index-linked mortgages. Many Icelanders lost their savings and became
burdened with severe debt. According to Statistics Iceland (n.d.), 39% of households were
struggling to make ends meet in 2009, and this proportion rose to 52% in 2011. Furthermore,
many workplaces had little choice but to cut back on workers as a way of improving both
performance and the economic environment (Sigursteinsdottir and Rafnsdottir, 2015;
Snorrad�ottir et al., 2015). Bernburg (2015) shows that the economic crisis also changed the
political context in Iceland as it inspired left-wing activists, social critics and intellectuals to
challenge Iceland’s right-wing political leadership. These groups organized public meetings
in which they framed the crisis as a manifestation of the authorities’ unfettered neoliberalism
and corruption (Bernburg, 2015).

In mass media, increased discussion was about psychological distress among employees
due to downsizing in many workplaces. Even though research on the issue was rare,
Sigursteinsdottir and Rafnsdottir (2015) show that the health and well-being of employees of
municipalities worsened in the wake of the crises. Furthermore, Snorrad�ottir et al. (2013b)
show that distress among employees in the Icelandic banks had increased one year after the
banking collapse, especially in downsizing departments and among women (Snorrad�ottir
et al., 2013a).

Workplaces pertaining to Icelandic municipal governance were not immediately affected
by the economic collapse, and the consequences evolved more gradually. In a labor market
with a marked gender division, as is the case in Iceland, male-dominated sectors like
construction and the financial industry are hit first during a crisis, while the female-
dominated public sector is hit harder down the line by downsizing, representing the
inevitable result of conservative austerity policies (Karamessini and Rubery, 2013). Prior to
the economic collapse, the municipalities had been considered secure workplaces where
layoffs were an exception rather than the norm. However, most of the municipalities were
progressively forced to cut back services and reduce their wage costs by reducing overtime,
instituting hiring freezes, offering voluntary retirement and laying off employees (Samband
�ıslenskra sveitarf�elaga, 2011). To a large extent, the services provided by Icelandic
municipalities are in the area of welfare and education, and they are carried out by
professions in which women are predominant. The nature of their work can largely be
characterized as involving client contact and emotional labor (Hochschild, 1983). These are
low-status human service jobs in which the employees can be considered especially
vulnerable (Lively, 2002; Sharipova et al., 2008).
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Previous studies among Icelandic municipal employees during this economic recession
have revealed increased sickness and sickness absence; moreover, they have shown that both
mental and physical health of employees deteriorated year by year between 2010 and 2013,
with a greater effect in downsized workplaces than those in which no downsizing had
occurred (Sigursteinsd�ottir and Rafnsd�ottir, 2015). Research has also shown that feelings of
injustice and anger regarding how layoffs are implemented can lead to workplace aggression
(Barling et al., 2009; Brockner, 2006). However, studies on workplace violence and economic
crisis and downsizing are scarce (Barling et al., 2009). We aim to further that knowledge by
presenting longitudinal balanced panel data and focus group interviews, where we analyze
the occurrence of threats and physical violence at work in three different female-dominated
workplaces in postcrisis Iceland. The aim is to determine whether there were changes in the
extent and nature of threats and physical violence at work among employees in the education
system (primary schools and kindergartens) and care service industry (residential homes for
elderly and disable people) during the economic crisis, and if so, how employeesmade sense of
their experiences of such developments. The employees in focus are of interest because
employees in Icelandic municipalities enjoyed job security prior to the crisis but also because
of the close contact these employees have with a large number of families in their
communities, such as students and residents of residential homes for elderly and disabled
people. It is important to identify where the exposure is highest. Therefore, the aim is also to
establish whether there are differences in the levels of threats and physical violence
experienced by employees in downsized versus nondownsized workplaces. In addition, an
attempt is made to identify the main perpetrators of violence, in order to develop practical
knowledge on how to prevent the violence. The results will improve the knowledge about the
management of workplace threats and violence in times of economic crisis.

Literature review
Even if the connection between economic crisis andworkplace violence is an underresearched
phenomenon, a study in the EU countries on working conditions found that conflict, bullying
and violence increased in some European countries in the wake of the economic crisis in 2008
(Eurofound, 2013). This is in line with Tiesman et al. (2013) showing increased occupational
violence during economic crisis in Pennsylvania. According to the EU study, rising job
insecurity plays an important intermediating role in the effect on stress and harassment.
Furthermore, employees reporting substantial restructuring or reorganization aremore likely
to be exposed to bullying and harassment (Eurofound, 2013).

Violence in health and education sectors
In line with Josefsson and Ryhammar (2010) and Menckel et al., 2000), the Crime Survey for
England andWales shows that employees in the health and education sectors have one of the
highest risks of experiencing violence at work (Buckley, 2013). A recent study by McMahon
et al. (2014) among kindergarten and primary school teachers from 48 US states revealed that
44% of the teachers reported physical attacks and 49% experienced verbal threats. Menwere
more likely thanwomen to experience verbal threats (55%ofmen and 48%ofwomen), but no
gender differences were found concerning physical attacks. According toWei et al. (2013), the
working environment of educators has a great effect on the risk of work-related violence, with
the risk increasing with a higher number of students in class. In addition, working in special
education is associated with higher risk.

Bossche et al. (2013) show that increased rates of workplace violence are related to specific
characteristics of the labor market (gender, age, sector, etc.) and work environment (client
contact frequency, time pressure, control and computer work). They also show that younger
individuals, males and those who are working overtime are more likely to be confronted with
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workplace violence than older individuals, females and those who do not work overtime. The
risk of exposure to workplace violence has been reported to be higher in jobs with more
amount of social contact, so-called “customer-facing” occupations and may in part be due to
the greater emphasis on customer satisfaction in these jobs. This may make people working
in sectors with high levels of interaction with the public more exposed to abusive behavior
and excessive demands from clients, customers or students (Eurofound, 2013). Piquero et al.
(2013) found that the risks of workplace violence vary according to occupational domains,
occupational statuses and the nature of victim–aggressor relationships; moreover, they
found that factors related to workplace violence appear to be “situational, stress-related, and
purposeful—such as the perpetrator being refused a service or request” (p. 389).

Reasons and perpetrators
Barling et al. (2009) call for evidence-based conclusions about the reasons for workplace
violence and the role of layoffs, downsizing and other workplace experiences. They dispel the
myth that layoffs are a major predictor of workplace aggression, showing that the perceived
fairness with which layoffs are implemented is critical.

Nevertheless, downsizing and layoff should be of a concern for workplace violence as it
imposes stress on employees and may affect their health and their ability to work (Brun and
Milczarek, 2007). Nevertheless, the impact of downsizing on employees’ well-being is a
underresearched field (Archibald, 2009). Snorrad�ottir et al. (2015) show that insecure stayers
are the group of employees that experiences the lowest well-being and the worst health in
times of downsizing. It does not mean, however, that they are the ones who cause workplace
aggression (Barling, 2009).

According to the report of Barling et al. (2009) and Eurofound (2008), workplace violence is
more likely to come from clients, customers, patients, students or relatives than from
colleagues. Students have been identified as the primary perpetrators of occupational
violence against teachers (Gerberich et al., 2011). In line with Swedish studies (Menckel and
Viitasara, 2002; Josefsson and Ryhammar, 2010). Tiesman et al. (2013), show that most
physical violence against teachers in Pennsylvania occurs during regular school hours, and
students represent 93% of the perpetrators but coworkers or other employees only 7%.
Interestingly, the pattern is slightly different regarding nonphysical violence as 73% of the
incidents are perpetrated by students, 15% by coworkers and 10% by the students’ relatives
(Tiesman et al., 2013). However, this is not always the case as Iranian studies suggest that
relatives of patients in Iran are the primary perpetrators of workplace violence (Khademloo
et al., 2013).

Purpose and research questions
The aim of the study is to analyze whether and to what extent threats and physical violence
changed in the wake of the economic crisis among employees in education and care services
in Icelandic municipalities. The study will contribute to the understanding of how workplace
changes and downsizing relate to workplace violence. This knowledge is useful as
organizations often use downsizing as a managerial tool, especially in times of economic
crisis (Snorrad�ottir et al., 2015). It will add to the relatively small group of studies that has
analyzed workplace violence in relation to economic crisis. To our best knowledge, this is the
only study using mixed methods in this area, that is, longitudinal survey data and focus
groups interviews, to respond to monomethod bias as called for by scholars (Barling
et al., 2009).

By threats and physical violence, we refer to any kind of behavior that leads to, or could
lead to, physical or psychological harm or suffering, including verbal threats, constraint or
arbitrary deprivation of liberty. Balanced panel data (three time-points) and focus group
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interviewswere used to collect the data. To our knowledge, these parameters have never been
analyzed in connection to the economic crisis.

The research questions are as follows:

RQ1. Was the extent of threats and physical violence in the workplace the same in 2010,
2011 and 2013?

RQ2. Was there any difference in the extent of threats and physical violence between
downsized workplaces and those that did not experience downsizing?

RQ3. Who were the perpetrators of threats and physical violence in the workplace?

RQ4. Did the focus group participants experience changes in the level and extent of
threats and violence in the wake of the economic crisis?

Materials and methods
This work is part of a longitudinal study called Health and Well-being of Employees of
Municipalities in Iceland in Times of Economic Crisis. The study was approved by the
National Bioethics Committee of Iceland (VSN 10-007).

Mixed method approach was used for data collection, online surveys and focus group
interviews. The online survey was used for examining the prevalence of workplace violence,
while the focus group interviews were used to gather insights into attitudes, feelings,
experiences and reactions about a physical assault or verbal threats. The focus group
interviews were also designed to obtain information about the workplaces before the crisis as
the firstmeasuring point of the online survey is 2010, about 17months after the bank collapse.

Online survey and sample
An online survey was conducted three times – first in February–April 2010 (baseline study),
then in May–June 2011 (follow-up study 1), and finally, in February–April 2013 (follow-up
study 2). All employees in education (primary school and kindergarten teachers) and care
services (skilled and unskilled employees who take care of elderly and disabled people) were
included in the survey. In this study, we only use data from the participantswho responded to
the survey at all three time points to monitor changes for each individual. A total of 5,717
employees in education and care services received an invitation survey in 2010 (baseline). The
invitation was accompanied by an information letter emphasizing that the answers would
never be traced back to individual participants, and full data confidentiality would be
ensured. Three email reminders, along with a motivation letter from managers, were sent to
the participants, resulting in a response rate of 79.4% for the baseline study. Of the 4,542
baseline responders, 4,415 were still working 17 months later, at the time of follow-up study 1
(in 2011), and 3,359 (76%) responded to the questionnaire a second time after three email
reminders and the motivation letter from managers. Of the 3,359 responders in follow-up
study 1, 3,258 were still working 20 months later, at the time of follow-up study 2 (2013). Of
these, 2,356 responded to the follow-up study 2 questionnaire (72% response rate) after three
email reminders and the motivation letter from managers.

Survey questions
The questionnaire devised for this study was based mainly on two questionnaires, namely,
the General Nordic Questionnaire for Psychological and Social Factors atWork (QPS Nordic)
and the questionnaire from Health and Well-being of the Icelandic Nation, with additional
questions about personnel reductions and internal reorganization. In this study, four
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questions about workplace violence in the current workplace were used and one question
about downsizing.

Four dependent variables were used. First, experience of violence was presented as
follows, using simple yes/no questions:

(1) “Have you experienced threats in your current workplace in the past 12 months?”

(2) “Have you experienced physical violence in your current workplace in the past
12 months?”

Then, the perpetrators of physical violence and threats were mapped using the following
questions:

(1) “Who was the perpetrator of the threats?”

(2) “Who was the perpetrator of the physical violence?”

For these questions, there were four response options, which were as follows: 15 manager/
supervisor, 25 co-worker, 35 student/resident or relatives, and 45 other. The participants
were free to choose more than one response option.

The independent variables were gender (male/female), workplace (primary school/
kindergarten/residential homes for elderly and disabled people) and downsizing. Downsizing
was measured with one yes/no question: “Have employees in your organization been laid off
due to the economic crisis that occurred in October 2008?”.

Statistical processing
Cochran’sQ test was conducted to explore the effect of time on threats and physical violence
experienced by the employees. A chi-squared test was conducted to explore the differences
between occupations and threats and physical violence for each time point of the study.
Generalized estimating equations (GEEs) were used for evaluating the effect of downsizing
on threats and physical violence over time and at specific time points. There are several
advantages to the GEE method when it comes to analyzing longitudinal data; for example, it
uses all available data points, provides a method for handling the correlated nature of
repeated measurements and accounts for the pattern of change over time. A binomial
distribution with a logit link function was used for evaluating the dichotomous dependent
variables. We selected a first-order exchangeable correlation structure. The main effects
models (time point of the study, downsizing, gender and workplace) and interactions
(downsizing*time-point of the study; downsizing*gender; downsizing*workplace) were
tested. We obtained the odds ratio (OR), 95% confidence interval (CI), and associated p-value
for each predictor in the GEE models. Statistical tests were conducted at a 5% level of
significance. SPSS version 21.0 was used to conduct all the data analyses.

Focus groups
Seven focus group interviews were conducted in two municipalities, one in the capital area
and one outside this area, in January and February 2011. The twomunicipalities are similar in
population size, and both had employee layoffs due to downsizing after the collapse. The
purpose of the focus group interviews was complementing the results of the online survey by
gaining further insights into the well-being and health of municipal employees in times of
economic crisis. The focus groups included employees aged 25 or older who had been
working in their current workplace for at least six months before the economic crisis. The
personnel manager in each of the two municipalities encouraged concerned employees who
were also willing to speak and discuss the topics to participate in the focus groups. The
researcher selected participants by workplace (kindergarten, primary school, residential
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homes for elderly and disabled people), age and gender. All the participants signed informed
consent forms.

In total, seven focus group interviews were conducted. They consisted of a total of 39
employees (workers and middle management), with 34 women and 5 men, reflecting the
gender ratio of the employees. The average age was 42 years (range: 25–58 years). Three
groups consisted of kindergarten teachers, two comprised primary school teachers and
finally, one consisted of care workers for elderly and disabled people. Interviews were semi-
structured, based on a list of predetermined questions about changes in the number and
nature of threats and violence in the workplace after the economic collapse. The participants
were also encouraged to explore issues they felt were important. When discussing the
consequences of the workplace violence, participants were asked if they had anything to add,
and one participant explained how his health and well-being at work changed as a result of
the workplace violence. Thus, the interviews took the form of a dialog, where the interviewees
and their interpretations guided the conversations. Each focus group lasted about 60–90min.
The discussions were recorded and transcribed verbatim.

The coding process was conducted manually, mainly based on a thematic analysis
approach for identifying initial codes and a data-driven approach (Creswell, 2014). The focus
group notes were read thoroughly multiple times, and a keyword or short sentence was
assigned to each statement or paragraph to identify themes and subthemes in the text. Two
main themes were developed as follows: (1) the effect of the economic collapse on the
employees and (2) influence of the economic collapse on the workplaces. Several subthemes
under each theme were developed, such as threats and violence at work. After the initial
coding, focus coding was used to recode the transcripts, guided by a specific thematic issue.
The objective of focused coding was to identify recurrent patterns and multiple layers of
meaning and to delineate variations and interconnections among subthemes within the
general topic (Salda~na, 2013). A second coder was not used in the analysis process as the
qualitative data were mainly used to support the interpretation of the quantitative data.
The quotations were translated from Icelandic into English.

Results
Most survey participants, 66.4%, were primary school teachers, 24.3% were kindergarten
teachers and 9.3% worked as carers of elderly or disabled people. All these occupational
groups are female-dominated, which is reflected by the higher number of women
participating in the survey (87.4%). The proportion of female participants varied between
the different occupation groups. Among primary school teachers, 84% were women; among
kindergarten teachers, 97% were women and among carers for elderly and disabled people,
86% were women. As noted above, the number of men was too small for extensive
elaboration of gender differences. Downsizing at the workplace because of the Icelandic bank
collapse in 2008, in the form of layoffs, was reported by 27%of the participants in the baseline
survey conducted in 2010. In the follow-up study in 2011, 46%of survey participants reported
layoffs at their workplace, and in the 2013 survey, 51% of survey participants reported that
layoffs had taken place at their workplace.

Threats and physical violence
Table 1 shows the proportion of respondentswho had experienced threats in theworkplace in
2010, 2011 and 2013.

About 7%of the participants reported having experienced threats in 2010; the proportions
rose to 10.5% in 2011 and 11% in 2013. The differences between the time points of the study
were statistically significant according to Cochran’s Q test. Most of the threats (71%) were
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from students (kindergarten and primary school children) and the residents in residential
home for elderly and disabled people. A much lower proportion, 13%, reported that they had
experienced threats from relatives of the students or residents in residential home for elderly
and disabled people or others, while 12% reported receiving threats from their supervisors
(Table 2).

The proportion of employees in primary schools and employees in residential homes for
elderly or disabled people who reported having experienced threats also increased at each
time point of the study. Among employees in kindergartens, a different pattern emerged; the
proportion of employees in kindergartenswho reported having experienced threats increased

First study
(2010)
(%)

Follow-up study
1 (2011)
(%)

Follow-up study
2 (2013)
(%)

Cochran’sQ test

χ2 p-value

Threats 6.7 10.5 11.0 160.5 0.001

Gender
Women 6.3 10.0 10.2 130.0 0.001
Men 9.8 14.5 16.2 32.3 0.001

Workplaces
Kindergartens 5.6 8.2 7.7 21.3 0.001
Primary schools 6.1 9.3 10.0 102.5 0.001
Residential homes for elderly and
disabled people

14.5 25.0 25.9 38.0 0.001

Downsizing
No 6.6 9.5 9.4 128.2 0.001
Yes 7.1 11.8 12.4 37.0 0.001

Note(s): Gender differences: 2010: χ2(1,2356) 5 4.4, p < 0.05; 2011: χ2(1,2356) 5 5.2, p < 0.05; 2013:
χ2(1,2356) 5 8.9, p < 0.05
Workplaces differences: 2010: χ2(2,2356) 5 23.6, p < 0.05; 2011: χ2(2,2356) 5 54.5, p < 0.05; 2013:
χ2(2,2356) 5 58.0, p < 0.05
Downsizing: 2013: χ2(1,2356) 5 5.3, p < 0.05

Number

Manager/
supervisor

(%)
Co-worker

(%)

Students/
resident
(%)

Relatives or
others
(%)

Threats 312 12.2 4.2 70.8 12.8

Gender
Women 257 11.3 4.7 71.2 12.8
Men 55 16.4 1.8 69.1 12.7

Workplacesa

Kindergartens 53 13.2 5.7 62.3 18.8
Primary schools 196 14.3 4.1 66.8 14.8
Residential homes for elderly
and disabled people

63 4.8 3.2 90.5 1.5

Downsizing
No 131 9.2 5.3 73.3 12.2
Yes 181 14.4 3.3 69.1 13.3

Note(s): aWorkplaces differences: χ2(6,312) 5 16.77; p < 0.05

Table 1.
Proportion of those
who reported having
experienced threats in
2010, 2011 and 2013

Table 2.
Reported perpetrators
of threats in the
workplace
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between 2010 and 2011 but decreased by 0.5% between 2011 and 2013. However, the
proportion of threats was still higher in 2013 (7.7%) than it was in 2010 (5.6%). A somewhat
higher proportion of men than women reported having experienced threats in the workplace
at all time points of the study, especially men in care services (not shown in Table 2). About
10% of men reported having experienced threats in 2010, which is 3.5% higher than the rate
among women. The differences between the proportions of men and women who reported
having experienced threats rose to 4.5% in 2011 and 6.0% in 2013, when more than 16% of
men reported having experienced threats at work, compared with 10.2% of women.

There was a significant difference in terms of the perpetrators of the threats between the
three different workplace categories (Table 2). Among employees in residential homes for
elderly and disabled peoplewho reported having experienced threats atwork,more than 90%
of the perpetrators were reported to be the residents. Students were reported to be the
perpetrators of threats among 62% of employees in kindergartens and 67% of employees in
primary schools who reported having experienced threats at work. In addition, managers or
supervisors were reported to be the perpetrators of threats in over 14% of the cases of
primary schools and 13% of cases of kindergartens where the respondents reported having
experienced threats at work. Managers or supervisors were the perpetrators less often, in 5%
of the cases reported by those whoworked in residential homes for elderly and disable people
and reported having experienced threats at work.

The results also showed that participants in workplaces where downsizing had occurred,
as well as in workplaces with no downsizing, reported having experienced threats at work. In
2013, a statistically higher proportion of participants in workplaces where downsizing had
occurred reported having experienced threats compared with participants in workplaces
with no downsizing. The managers or supervisors were reported to be the perpetrators of the
threats in more cases in workplaces where downsizing had occurred (14%) compared with
workplaces with no downsizing (9%).

Table 3 shows that more than 7% of the participants reported having experienced
physical violence in the workplace in 2010; the proportions rose to nearly 12% in 2011 and
13% in 2013. According to the Cochran’sQ test, the differences between the time points of the
study were statistically significant. A much higher proportion of physical violence was

First study
(2010)
(%)

Follow-up study
1 (2011)
(%)

Follow-up study
2 (2013)
(%)

Cochran’s Q
test

χ2 p-value

Physical violence 7.2 11.7 13.0 125.0 0.001

Gender
Women 7.1 11.5 12.6 111.0 0.001
Men 8.1 13.5 15.5 26.9 0.001

Workplaces
Kindergartens 1.9 3.1 4.7 7.8 0.021
Primary schools 7.5 12.0 13.4 108.9 0.001
Residential homes for elderly and
disable people

18.6 31.8 31.4 36.9 0.001

Downsizing
No 7.1 9.6 10.3 119.6 0.001
Yes 7.4 14.2 15.6 26.9 0.001

Note(s): Workplaces differences: 2010: χ2(2,2356) 5 67.1, p < 0.05; 2011: χ2(2,2356) 5 126.7, p < 0.05; 2013:
χ2(2,2356) 5 100.6, p < 0.05
Downsizing: 2011: χ2(1,2356) 5 11.3, p < 0.05; 2013: χ2(1,2356) 5 14.3, p < 0.05

Table 3.
Proportion of those

who reported having
experienced physical
violence in 2010, 2011

and 2013

Threats and
physical
violence
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reported among employees in residential homes for elderly and disabled people than in
kindergartens or primary schools at each time point. A higher proportion of physical violence
was reported by employees in workplaces where downsizing had occurred than in
workplaces with no downsizing, but the differences were only statistically significant for
2011 and 2013. The proportions of both women and men who reported having experienced
physical violence increased between each time point of the study. Although men reported a
higher proportion of physical violence at each time point in the study than women did, the
differences were not statistically significant.

As shown in Table 4, the most common perpetrators of physical violence against
employees were residents of residential homes for elderly and disabled people (95%), primary
school children (84%) and kindergarten children (79%). It was much less common to find
perpetrators among relatives or others. No coworkers were reported to be perpetrators of
physical violence in this study, and supervisors were only found to be perpetrators among
kindergarten teachers.

The participants in the focus groups discussed the consequences of the economic collapse
for families in general and the workplace. In their opinion, the collapse had affected everyone
in one way or another, including students, the elderly and disabled residents. Everyone
experienced more frustration, anxiety, anger, helplessness and sadness than before. The
participants in all the focus groups also agreed that their current working conditions were
characterized by a high pace and heavy workload, increased sickness and sickness absence,
violence, and other harassment at work. They talked about the presence of anger, fear,
intimidation, threats and physical violence in the workplace although this was less evident
among the kindergarten teachers. According to the focus group participants, these situations
were much more uncommon for most employees before the economic collapse. Moreover, the
participants expressed concern about increased aggression in the workplace and a lack of
support from supervisors concerning employees’ health, well-being, and safety. Theyworried
that working conditions would not improve in the future and that the current situation, with
its high workload due to downsizing, would be the new norm.

The participants in the focus groups reported that the negative effects of threats and
physical violence affected their health and well-being at work. In their view, most employees
preferred not to talk about the violence, and consequently, they did not report it. Some of them
felt ashamed and blamed themselves for the violence, and this was especially the case for

Number

Manager/
supervisor

(%)
Co-worker

(%)

Students/
residence

(%)

Relatives or
others
(%)

Physical violence 364 0.6 – 85.7 13.7

Gender
Women 310 0.6 – 84.5 14.8
Men 54 – – 92.6 7.4

Workplaces
Kindergartens 33 6.1 – 78.8 15.2
Primary schools 253 – – 83.8 16.2
Residential homes for elderly
and disabled people

78 – – 94.9 5.1

Downsizing
No 142 – – 84.5 15.5
Yes 222 0.9 – 86.5 12.6

Note(s):Workplaces differences: χ2(4,364) 5 26.5; p < 0.05

Table 4.
Reported perpetrators
of physical violence in
the workplace

IJWHM
13,4

386



women. They tried to forget the unpleasant experience, pretending that it had not happened
to them. One female participant explained, “Victims of threats and physical violence at work
are ashamed and usually do not report it; they just try to fight their own battles alone, hoping
it will stop.”The interviewees pointed out a lack of open discussion about workplace violence
and an absence of information on how they should react to such behavior.

According to the focus group participants, women were more exposed to threats and
physical violence than men were, resulting in less job satisfaction and diminished health and
well-being at work. One of the male participants expressed it this way: “It is like they
[students] mostly act out on women, probably because they are more vulnerable than men
and being exposed to threats and physical violence upsets women more than men, which
must be the purpose of their behavior.”

In line with the survey data, the focus group participants said that the students and
residents or their relatives were responsible for most of the threats and physical violence.

The interviewees reported that the cutbacks following the economic collapse had affected
services provided for residents in residential homes for elderly and disabled people. These
cutbacks may have led to anger and frustration among the residents and an increase in
violent behavior. One female caregiver for mentally disabled people explained: “In our
workplace, you can expect violence at work—it is part of the job. But in 20 years of work, I
have never experienced so much anger and frustration among residents, and of course,
threats and violence increased correspondingly.”

Predicting the likelihood of threats and physical violence
Table 5 outlines the results of the GEE analyses predicting the likelihood of threats and
physical violence in the workplace over time following the economic collapse in October
2008. Downsizing was the most significant single factor affecting the likelihood of threats
and physical violence, and it was associated with both phenomena. Respondents at
workplaces where downsizing had occurred were 36% more likely than respondents at
workplaces with no downsizing to have experienced threats; controlling for all other factors
in the models, these respondents were also 33% more likely to have experienced physical
violence. The time factor was also significantly associated with both threats and physical
violence, indicating that participants were more likely to have experienced threats and
physical violence in follow-up study 1 (OR5 1.55, 1.64, respectively) and follow-up study 2
(OR 5 1.60, 1.83, respectively) than in the first study, controlling for other factors in the
models. Employees in both kindergartens and primary schools were less likely to have
experienced threats and physical violence in the workplace than employees in residential
homes for elderly and disabled people, controlling for other factors. Women were less likely
than men to have experienced threats at work (OR5 0.64), controlling for all other factors

Threats Physical violence
OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Intercept 0.288*** 0.19–0.44 0.250*** 0.17–0.38
Downsizing 1.356** 1.10–1.68 1.332** 1.10–1.62
Follow-up study 1 1.549*** 1.37–1.76 1.641*** 1.44–1.87
Follow-up study 2 1.596*** 1.37–1.86 1.828*** 1.57–2.13
Women 0.637** 0.46–0.89 0.971 0.69–1.37
Kindergartens 0.268*** 0.18–0.41 0.090*** 0.06–0.14
Primary schools 0.282*** 0.20–0.40 0.286*** 0.21–0.39

Note(s): *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, The reference groups are: first study, men and residential homes
for elderly and disabled people

Table 5.
Generalized estimating

equation analyses
predicting likelihood of

threats and physical
violence at work
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in the model, but the differences between gender in terms of physical violence were not
significant. No interactions were detected (downsizing*time point of the study,
downsizing*gender, or downsizing*occupation).

Discussion
By using longitudinal data and focus group interviews, this study sheds light on possible
changes in threats and violence in female-dominated workplaces in times of economic crisis.
Even though economic crisis and downsizing are recurrent themes, little is known about
connection between economic crisis andworkplace violence. Therefore, we ask if the extent of
threats and physical violencewould be the same in 2010, 2011 and 2013, that is, two, three and
five years after Iceland was hit by the global economic crisis. The time factor is important for
understanding both the long-term and short-term effects of the crisis onworkplace violence, if
any. The prevalence of threats and physical violence against employees in municipal
workplaces that had undergone downsizing was analyzed and compared with workplaces
where no downsizing had occurred. This was done to see if workplaces that had not suffered
downsizing were better than others. The focus was also on different types of work and
gender.

It is important to note that although the economic situation in Icelandwas generally better
in 2013 than in 2010, this was not necessarily the case within the municipalities, where the
financial cuts and downsizing came later than they did in many other areas of the economy.
That can explain why both threats and physical violence increased between the three points
of the study even though the last point was five years after the economic collapse. A minor
exception was kindergarten, where there was a slight decrease in threats between 2012 and
2013 (0.5%) although the level was still 1.9%higher in 2013 than it was in 2010. This indicates
that the effects of the economic crisis, such as a fast pace and heavy workload, still remained
in the municipalities in 2013, a full five years after the crisis hit Iceland. Even though the
threat and violence increased in all workplaces, the situation was worst in downsized
workplaces and care services.

According to the Eurofound (2013) report, occupations which demand social interactions
are more likely to increase the risk of exposure to various forms of workplace violence. In this
respect, the obligations of municipality employees to meet their clients’ needs tend to be
inherently more demanding and potentially stressful compared to occupations with a limited
amount of social contact. The results of this study revealed that employees in care services
were more likely to be exposed to threats and physical workplace violence than employees in
educationwere. This finding could be due to the type of work and the nature of the clients, but
the results clearly need to be studied further. As Piquero et al. (2013) point out, being refused
service or a request can trigger the risk of workplace violence. The focus group interviewees
in this study supported that as they reported that the downsizing during the economic crisis
had direct negative effects on residents in homes for elderly and disabled people. They
described how it led to anger and frustration among the residents and more violent behavior
than before. However, the school employees interviewed had similar stories to tell regarding
the children’s frustration. The results show that performing emotional labor in such an
atmosphere can be difficult for the employees, leading to threats and physical violence.

The inconsistencies between men and women regarding threats at the workplace in the
quantitative and the qualitative data are somewhat problematic to interpret. Di Martino
(2003) argues that women aremore exposed to both nonphysical and physical violence, partly
due to the fact that the great majority of women still occupy less senior level jobs than men,
even in female-dominatedworkplaces. Tolerance toward violencemay differ between various
types of occupations and workplaces, in fact, violence in the workplace is sometimes seen as
part of the job in the health care sector (Sharipova et al., 2008, p. 575).
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The results from the quantitative data could indicate that men in female-dominated
occupations have lower tolerance toward threats and violence and aremore prone to admit its
existence than women. It could also mean that men working in care services are expected to
handle recipients in elderly care and disabled persons who are perceived as violent and
aggressive, rather than women. We cannot, based on our data, conclude on that. What is
interesting though is that the focus group data concur with the quantitative data. The
interviews were conducted with 39 individuals; so they do not allow generalizations about
gender patterns among all the employees. However, the different results show that the
relationship between gender, threat and violence needs to be studied further.

The strength of the study is that it is based on triangulation of focus group interviews and
recent balanced longitudinal data, conducted during the economic crisis (two, three and five
years after the banking sector crash in Iceland), when the effects were starting to influence the
work organization of themunicipalities. All the employees in the studiedworkplaces received
the questionnaire, and the response rate was 72%.With these data, we have a unique chance
to follow the individual employees – the “survivors” – and their experience of threats and
violence during the crisis. Hitherto, most of the postcrisis analyses of employees’ well-being
have focused on economic insecurity due to staff layoffs, while the possible increase of
violence and threats – the main practical and theoretical contribution of this article – has
received little attention.

Researchers have warned the bias of monomethod approach (Barling et al., 2019). As a
component in a multimethod design, the focus groups were used to collect data about the
reflections of the groups about workplace violence in the wake of the crisis. As the interviews
complement the survey data we see this design as one of the strength of the study. The
interviewees talked quite openly about their attitudes toward the changes that had occurred
in their workplace, their work conditions, higher work pace, heavy workload, worsening
working morale and increased threats and violence. They also said their group discussion
accurately reflected what was discussed in the employees’ cafeteria.

The panel data collection started in 2010, which means that we do not have precrisis data.
Therefore, assertions cannot be made about the causal relationship between the crisis on the
one hand and workplace violence and harassment on the other. This can be seen as a
weakness of the study. However, based on the quantitative and qualitative data, we strongly
suggest that the violence may have previously existed at a rate that is unknown to us but
escalated after the crisis. Hence, we argue that our data provide valuable insight into the
influence of a detrimental development associated with worsening working conditions and
downsizing in postcrisis Iceland.

It is difficult to know far enough beforehand when countries will be hit by deep economic
crises like the one in 2008. Therefore, it is almost impossible to collect precrisis and postcrisis
data without employing long-term panel data. In 2008, such data did not exist concerning the
results presented in this study.

Based on the empirical findings, this study contributes to knowledge on the connection
between violence and organizational issues, showing that violence increased not only directly
after the economic collapse but also up to five years later. The panel data showed that the
most significant violence occurred in downsized workplaces. This finding is possibly largely
due to organizational factors, such as increased uncertainty, high pace, heavy workload and
psychosocial strain in the workplace. This is in line with Kulkarni (2008) and Snorrad�ottir
et al. (2013a, b), who have shown that personnel downsizing can increase the level of stress in
workplaces while creating a climate of distrust between employees and managers. However,
it is also worth mentioning that we cannot rule out possible spread effects, good or bad, from
outside the workplace, as indicated in the focus group interviews. Thus, it is difficult to
establish with certainty the extent to which the increased threats and physical violence found
in our study can be traced directly to the organization at work, or alternatively, whether the
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situation outside the workplace also had an influence. Nevertheless, the focus group
interviews indicated that the causes of increased workplace violence may be due – in addition
to more difficult work conditions – to a spreading effect from outside the workplace, such as
an increased economic vulnerability among the families of the employees and their clients.
Thus, even if we see an increase inworkplace violence as an organizational issue in this study,
a deep economic crisis, as occurred in Iceland, can also trigger violent workplace behavior
that is rooted outside the workplace.

Conclusion
Nationwide and global economic crises are beyond the control of any individual workplace,
but they can have serious consequences for employees. Theoretical and practical
discussions on the issue usually focus on staff layoffs in the wake of such crisis,
whereas the increase in violence and threats toward employees has received little attention.
Violence can have severe consequences for employees and their clients; so it is important for
human resource executives and other managers who are responsible for the working
environment and well-being of the employees to design policies that consider how violence
may increase years after the economic crisis occurs. In addition, such individuals should be
aware that not all workplaces are equally affected as downsized workplaces are the most
exposed ones. Theories on work organization and well-being need to be developed with this
in mind.
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