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Anger (at) management: After reports Lehman CEO Richard Fuld got punched, is more violence to come?
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If this scene looks alarmingly close to your daydreams, you're probably not alone - and there is help. Talk to your boss or human resources department before your feelings come to a boil.

Many frustrated employees got a warm, fuzzy feeling inside after CNBC reported that former Lehman Brothers CEO Richard Fuld got knocked off his treadmill and out cold by a fellow gym rat the day after he announced his firm had gone bankrupt. 

While violence against a boss or co-worker is unusual, it's certainly not unheard of - and it may be on the rise, experts say, as the economy sours and the unemployment rate spirals upward. 

RELATED: AIG BIG SHOTS TOOK $500K LUXURY RETREAT WEEK AFTER BAILOUT
"The workplace is a pressure cooker right now and my phone is ringing off the hook all the time," says Timothy Dimoff, founder and CEO of SACS Consulting, which specializes in high-risk workplace issues and workplace violence. "The tough economic times, coupled with the pressure on the average employee to work harder and longer and be paid less, are taking a toll."

And when work's not going well - no raises, higher insurance premiums, longer hours - people tend to look to their immediate supervisor for help. "People think their immediate boss will fight for them and be their representative," Dimoff says. "But chances are the boss has a lot more stress, too, as the management ranks have thinned and they have to manage more people and more issues."

RELATED: YOU'RE THE VILLAIN, CONGRESS TELLS LEHMAN CEO FULD
Anger at the boss is common during high-stress periods, says Dr. Julie Low, a psychiatrist at St. Vincent's Hospital. "For most employees, it's tempting to target someone as being responsible for their current situation instead of remembering the complexity of factors that created the situation," she says.

It's not just the boss who's an anger magnet these days, Dimoff says. He sees more cases of employee-on-employee aggression, in which co-workers actually turn on one another.

RELATED: GOOGLE AIMS TO KEEP PEOPLE FROM DRINKING AND E-MAILING
"Internal competition among employees is tremendous right now, and we have seen a ten-fold increase in the past few years," Dimoff says. "They are all fighting not to be the next one to be let go. Employees feel like they have to outwork and outsmart other employees just to keep their job. It's survival tactics. At the very least, you have more employees badmouthing their co-workers."

Actual incidents of violence have gone up, but just slightly. There were 1,060 workplace assaults by a co-worker or former co-worker in 2006, the last year for which figures are available. That's 50 more assaults than there were in 2003.

To help employees manage their feelings and keep violence at bay, it's important not to let the tension build up to an unbearable level, says Karen Berg, author of "Loud & Clear: 5 Steps To Say What You mean and Get What You Want." "Don't wait until you are ready to grab the boss by the neck," she advises. "Writing down your thoughts often helps, but it's also important to meet with your boss and talk it out, separating facts from feelings."

Keep in mind, though, that your supervisor may be acting erratic these days. "Bosses are afraid, too," Berg says.

She advises bosses to be straight with their subordinates in order to reduce tension and hard feelings.

"Bosses can help by being honest," she says. "If you are a boss and honestly don't know when the next shoe is going to drop, then say so. We like transparency in this country, and when bosses are evading and avoiding us, that is when employees start to feel abused."

Warning signs that a worker may be about to lose it are always present, experts say. Changes in an employee's hygiene or behavior are warning signs, as is the tendency to suddenly withdraw and isolate, Low says. 

Typically, before an employee gets violent he starts "almost like a mini protest," Dimoff says, by coming to work late and leaving early, by voicing his unhappiness, by missing work, and by not completing assignments. 

"Yet when we research violence and shootings after the fact, we always ask employees why they didn't say anything when they saw it coming," Dimoff says. "And always, employees tell us that they didn't know who to go to."

To avoid this potential powder keg, employees should know who they can talk to if they're in a tough situation themselves, or if they are concerned about another employee, Low says. Employee training sessions can be helpful, she says, and workers should also receive assurance that anything that they report will be held confidential. 

Since workplace violence is also more common in those with substance abuse issues, and since the incidence of substance abuse tends to climb during an unhealthy economic climate, employees should be made aware of counseling and therapy opportunities, Low says.

"If there is a line of communication open within the organization, employees will take advantage of it," Low says. "Most people want to do the right thing and help someone else who may be struggling."

