
The Risk of Violence While 
Helping Others

While nonprofit organizations are working to help society, 
they are not immune to the danger of violence present in 
all workplaces. The risk of violence either involving an 
outsider or between two employees remains a serious 
safety and health issue—even in a nonprofit organization.

Identifying Your Risk
Although risk in nonprofit organizations depends greatly 
on the type of activity being performed and cannot be 
easily generalized, characteristics of some activities in 
many nonprofit and faith-based entities are particularly 
risky: 

• Employees may be required to enter into high-crime 
areas

• Employees are sometimes exposed to sometimes 
violent, mentally unstable individuals

• Employees’ work may be socially controversial, 
subject to potentially violent protest

• Working long hours with high incidence of burnout 
increases stress

Whether it stems from work-related disputes, domestic 
abuse or other personal issues, violence can occur inside 
or outside the workplace and can range from threats or 
verbal abuse to physical assaults and homicide. Tempers 
can flare and escalate to violent behavior at any time. 
Violence can generally be divided into three categories:

• Pure criminal intent 
• Client incidents, in which a client acts out violently 

toward an employee
• Worker to worker incidents stemming from work-

related disputes, often involving managers or 
supervisors.

Staying Safe
You’ve likely taken multiple steps at your organization to 
keep your staff safe on the job – leaving no room for 
tolerance of threats, bullying, harassment or any other 
form of violence. However, keeping your workplace as
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safe as possible requires the commitment of all 
employees. 

Although nothing can guarantee that you will never be 
a victim of workplace violence, many incidents are 
preventable. Ask staff to contribute to the safety 
measures and other efforts that you have in place by 
following these guidelines:
• Be aware of and report threatening behavior, and 

be alert for other signs of aggression or violent 
behavior.

• Take all threats seriously, without exception.
• Follow all procedures established by your 

workplace, including those for reporting incidents.
• Learn how to recognize, avoid or diffuse 

potentially violent situations by attending personal 
safety training programs.

• Alert supervisors to any concerns about safety or 
security, and report all incidents immediately in 
writing.

• Avoid traveling alone to unfamiliar locations 
whenever possible.

Help us Keep you Safe
Always stay alert and aware of any potentially 
dangerous behavior. Make sure that you are 
effectively trained in conflict resolution and methods 
of handling potentially dangerous situations. 
Together, we can keep your workplace safe.
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Communicable Diseases 
in Your School
Due to close student contact and lack of proper hygiene 
practices, schools are ideal breeding grounds for the 
spread of illness and disease. Much of this day-to-day 
germ sharing is inevitable, but in the event of a 
communicable disease outbreak, you should be prepared 
to take further precautionary measures. You are 
responsible for the health and safety of your staff and 
students, so it is essential that you have the proper 
policies and procedures in place to respond to a 
communicable disease outbreak.

Communication Requirements
Educational and child care facilities must develop a 
communicable disease policy requiring staff to notify their 
supervisor of any possible disease exposure. This will 
allow school officials to take proactive preventive 
measures against the spread of the disease. 

In addition, encourage staff to communicate with parents 
and students to ensure that student disease exposures 
and illnesses are reported immediately. This includes 
encouraging students that travel overseas to have the 
recommended vaccinations beforehand and requiring 
that they inform the school of any possible disease 
exposure upon returning.

Since medical disclosures are governed by the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), you must ensure 
that your policy meets the requirements of the ADA, 
including keeping employee health information 
confidential as required by the Health Insurance 
Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA). As part of the 
policy, employees may be asked to work reduced hours 
or may be removed from certain teaching duties until 
they are no longer contagious. 

Leave Policies
Social distancing is one of the best methods to prevent 
the spread of a communicable disease. Unfortunately, 
this is often not possible in a classroom setting. 
Encourage staff members to stay home when they are ill 
to prevent the spread of disease to other staff or 
students. In addition, during a disease outbreak, some 
staff members may be forced to stay home to care for 
sick family members. In order to prepare for such a 
situation, your leave policies should address the following 
issues:
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• Compliance with the directives of the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention with regard to 
social distancing – this may mean staff being 
removed temporarily from teaching duties, sent 
home or required to work remotely or solitarily on 
paperwork and other similar tasks.

• Maintenance of school operations, including backup 
teaching plans for absent staff (combined classes, 
substitutes, etc.).

• Limiting unnecessary social interaction among staff 
members. This may include avoiding in-person 
meetings and instead using email, telephone or 
other remote conferencing strategy.

• Compliance with applicable laws, including the 
Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) and the 
Uniformed Services Employment and 
Reemployment Rights Act (USERRA). 

• Address the following logistical concerns:
• How staff should request communicable-

disease leave.
• Requirements for reporting medical conditions.
• Whether leave is paid or unpaid.
• Whether benefits are provided or accrued 

during the leave period.
• If leave becomes exhausted, whether 

employee will be required to return to work.

Encourage staff and 
students to stay home when 

they are ill, to prevent the 
further spread of disease 

throughout the school.
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Other Legal Concerns
In addition to the laws mentioned above, there are other 
laws that may affect a communicable disease policy and 
its ramifications:
• The Privacy Rules under HIPAA require employers to 

protect the privacy of all employee medical 
information. As a result, employers must determine 
what diseases staff members must report, who will 
have access to this information and whether reporting 
this information to public health officials is necessary. 
If other employees must be notified of a possible 
communicable disease case in the school, all 
necessary precautions must be taken to protect the 
privacy of the infected individual.

• Under FMLA (for employers with 50 or more 
employees within a 75-mile radius), employees who 
have worked for the company for 12 months and have 
worked 1,250 hours within the last 12 months are 
entitled to up to 12 weeks of unpaid leave due to a 
“serious health condition.” Most communicable 
diseases will likely be considered applicable under 
this regulation.

• Employees who suffer permanent health problems 
that substantially affect their daily lives may be entitled 
to protections under the ADA.

• Under the Employee Retirement Income Security Act 
of 1974 (ERISA), employers must confirm that 
employees under their health plan receive an updated 
summary plan description (SPD) of the health 
benefits. If employees do not receive a SPD, the 
provisions allowing the plan to change may not be 
enforceable. Furthermore, if an employer cannot 
prove that employees and/or dependents did receive 
a revised SPD, then the employer may be required to 
provide higher benefits in accordance with previous 
SPDs. 

Creating a Response Plan
Creating a communicable disease response plan is an 
effective way to communicate with employees clearly 
while also complying with local, state and federal 
guidelines for pandemic responses. Plans should be 
concise, easy to understand and effective in preserving 
the health and safety of all employees. Plans should 
include:
• The designation of a person within the workplace who 

is responsible for all disease planning and emergency 
actions.

• Communication of the policy and required steps for 
requesting leave.
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• Development of protocol with regard to requiring ill 
staff members to stay home and filling the spots of 
sick teachers.

• Development of a monitoring program to track 
employees who cannot return to work immediately 
due to illness.

• Plan distribution timeline and format (online, hard 
copy, etc.).

• Student and parent education, including proper 
hygiene techniques such as frequent hand washing

In the very worst of situations, school officials must be 
flexible and creative to continue to keep their school 
open as long as possible while also protecting their 
employees and students. If you are prepared for a 
possible communicable disease outbreak, you and 
your staff will be able to better respond.

Auto  insurance claims are frequent with 
child welfare organizations, and 
sometimes severe. Discussing staff 
perceptions and driving realities or tips 
can help get everyone on the same page 
when it comes to safety. Springboard this 
vlog into a discussion with your staff that 
can clear up any questions or safety 
concerns of your drivers.

Learn more about the Child welfare 
program here. Follow us on Facebook for 
more risk management tips and tools!

Watch Our Latest Vlog!

Transporting Children: 
Perception vs. Reality

http://www.marshallsterling.com/monticello/child-welfare
http://www.facebook.com/marshallsterlingmonticello
https://youtu.be/LjpR6MDAamQ
https://youtu.be/LjpR6MDAamQ
https://youtu.be/LjpR6MDAamQ
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Avoiding Sexual Abuse 
Liability
Nonprofits, faith-based organizations and other similar 
groups are at risk for false allegations of sexual assault 
due to the recent spotlight on the issue and the unique 
characteristics of these organizations, namely the 
frequent, unsupervised interaction between children and 
a trusted adult. Whether legitimate or phony, sexual-
abuse allegations involving a minor can have 
catastrophic consequences for your group or 
organization.

You can take several steps to ensure your organization 
does not have to undergo expensive and embarrassing 
lawsuits, including careful screening of all staff; strictly 
enforced supervision guidelines; sufficient education and 
training; and a specific plan of action to follow when 
someone suspects or reports inappropriate behavior. 

Carefully Screen Potential Staff
One of the most important things your organization can 
do to reduce the risk of a sexual misconduct or 
harassment allegation is to take on staff and volunteers 
carefully. Require that all staff, whether paid or volunteer 
and regardless of their job description, consent in writing 
to a federal criminal background check. If you sponsor or 
organize overnight trips, those volunteers should also be 
required to consent to a federal background check. You 
should also search for all potential employees and 
volunteers in the National Sex Offenders Public Registry 
to check for any type of sex offender record.

In addition to conducting an official background check 
and examining the National Sex Offenders Public 
Registry, you should require all applicants—whether paid 
or volunteer—to provide a list of non-family references, 
complete with contact information. For those assuming 
leadership positions, ask to contact their previous 
employer. However, it is not enough to simply ask for this 
information—with every applicant, you should follow 
through and contact the references. Ask specific 
questions about the applicant’s reputation and character 
to evaluate whether he or she will present a risk to your 
organization.

Depending on the size of your organization, many people 
may look at one application, and the review process 
could go through several hands. To make the process
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easier and more effective, require documentation for 
all background and reference checks conducted. 
Likewise, if any applicant is allowed to skip the 
background or reference check process, require that a 
waiver be signed by the person who made the 
decision to exempt the applicant.

Establish Supervision Guidelines
It is important to set guidelines for staff and volunteer 
conduct for two reasons. First, it protects minors from 
ill-intentioned adults and makes the environment safer. 
Also, it protects employees and volunteers from 
potentially false allegations.

The most serious risks come when an adult has 
unsupervised contact with a minor, so these situations 
should be avoided whenever possible. Some 
suggestions for supervision guidelines include having 
two adults in the room with children, requiring two or 
more children to be present with one adult and having 
a supervisor or other staff member randomly check in 
on situations when an adult is with minors. For 
religious organizations, consider implementing a policy 
that volunteers must be members of the community for 
at least eight months before being allowed to 
supervise children or youth alone. 

There are many steps you 
can take to ensure your 

organization does not have 
to undergo the expense and 
embarrassment of a sexual 

abuse lawsuit.
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If your organization conducts overnight trips, the risks 
and potential liability increase exponentially. Be sure to 
provide an adequate ratio of adult volunteers to 
participants for security purposes, and never allow male 
and female participants to sleep in the same area. 
Sleeping areas should also have supervision guidelines, 
such as the two-adult and the two-child rules previously 
mentioned.

Provide Staff Education and Training
An important step that some organizations overlook is 
providing adequate education and training to allow
employees and volunteers to understand the risk of 
sexual misconduct allegations. If you educate employees 
and volunteers, they are more likely to work with you to 
help reduce the liabilities and risks associated with 
dealing with youth and children. 

Take the time upon hiring to educate staff on the policies 
and procedures of . Be sure to emphasize that sexual 
misconduct training is not accusatory; rather, it is for their 
protection. Also, it is a good idea to re-train all staff 
annually as a reminder about the seriousness of the risk.

Take Allegations Seriously
Many organizations get into trouble not because they 
failed to conduct the necessary background and 
reference checks, but because when there was evidence 
of accusations or problems, they did not react quickly 
and appropriately.

In training sessions, stress that all staff—including 
volunteers—is required to report suspicions or evidence 
of abuse to senior staff members. Senior staff should 
forward these reports immediately to the proper law 
enforcement officials. 

To avoid further risk, take immediate action. Remove the 
employee or volunteer allegedly responsible from duty 
and do not allow him or her to supervise or come in 
contact with minors until the investigation is complete. 
This may be a difficult step, especially if it causes 
hardship or if there is widespread belief the staff member 
is innocent, but it is crucial in preventing expensive 
lawsuits claiming negligence.

Documentation is the key to reduced risk in allegation-
response situations. Keep detailed written records of the 
allegations and of any interviews with the victims or the 
alleged abusers. Re-visit your records and make sure
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they reflect the adequate background checks and 
reference checks you conducted to further document 
your efforts to prevent abuse situations.

The bottom line is your organization should work to 
avoid all circumstances that could lead to accusations 
of sexual misconduct or abuse, whether those claims 
are legitimate or false. You have the duty to protect 
your staff, volunteers and children from the risks of 
harassment and harassment accusations. The nature 
of your organization makes this significantly more 
difficult, but with proper guidance and careful 
planning, you can mitigate risks and liabilities.    


