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Good afternoon, Chairman Larson and members of the Senate Judiciary Committee. My
name is D) Campbell and | am the Executive Director of Human Resources for Sanford
Health Bismarck. | am here to testify on behalf of the North Dakota Hospital Association
(NDHA) which represents hospitals and health care systems across the state. Thank you for
the opportunity to share information with you today on this important topic.

| am here today to ask for your support of HB 1121. The purpose of this legislative change
is to make it a felony if an individual assaults healthcare workers when those individuals
are working within their scope of duties within a healthcare facility.

The law in its current state protects healthcare workers in an emergency department or as
part of an emergency medical services personnel unit. It also includes as a felony an act
where bodily fluids are made to come into contact with a healthcare worker. We are so
grateful for these protections, but I'm asking that we send a message that those providing
healthcare on the front lines, whether in an emergency department or elsewhere within a
healthcare facility, are treated equally when it comes to being on the receiving end of
workplace violence. In addition to emergency department personnel, the current statute
specifically protects all employees of the state hospital, a person engaged in judicial
proceedings and a member of a municipal or volunteer fire department. We are asking that
the same protection be given to all healthcare facility personnel across the state.

When we think about the care provided in a healthcare facility, we often think of positive
stories of a baby being born, or a loved one going into surgery, or a friend being treated
after an accident. We see these types of stories in our social media feeds or we hear these
shared by friends and family. When | started with Sanford over two years ago, these are the
stories | expected to see and hear. What you don't always hear about are the stories of care
provided for individuals due to substance abuse, feuding family members that interfere



with patient care, providing care for individuals with a criminal background and even
providing care to individuals that were injured while committing a crime.

There may be a belief that assaults on healthcare workers is not commonplace, or that a
felony is too severe a penalty for a patient coming to a hospital in need of care. I'm here to
tell you that, unfortunately, nurses are four times more likely to be assaulted than any
other private industry employees according to the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration. Beyond nursing staff, those in the security services and other frontline
healthcare roles, such as lab personnel or nutritional services or really any employee within
healthcare that comes into contact with patients, family members or visitors are
unfortunately at risk for workplace violence.

All healthcare professionals have a duty to serve every patient that comes into our facility
regardless of their illness, history, or past intentions. This is the same duty that police
officers, firefighters, and emergency personnel have while also receiving added protection
as stated in the current legal statute. Licensed healthcare workers are prohibited from
discontinuing care of any patient with the consequence of potentially losing their ability to
practice as outlined in their respective Code of Ethics documents. Given this fact, all other
employees who support health care delivery are, in turn, required to provide care for any
patient within the facility which puts them at risk as well. That is a significant difference
from other professions in the general workforce where services can be denied or halted if
customers become aggressive, let alone violent.

Since the onset of the pandemic, violence against hospital employees has increased from
both patients and their family members and visitors. National studies indicate that 44% of
nurses report experiencing physical violence and 68% report experiencing verbal abuse
during the pandemic (Source: AHA). Workplace violence has severe consequences for the
entire health care system. Not only does it cause physical and psychological injury for
health care workers, but workplace violence and intimidation make it more difficult for
nurses, doctors and other clinical staff to provide quality patient care. It is difficult to
provide attentive care when staff members are afraid for their personal safety, distracted
by disruptive patients and family members, or traumatized from prior violent interactions.
In 2022 alone, Sanford Health locations within North Dakota had over 1000 safety events
reported by staff in the areas of verbal assaults, physical assaults, sexual assaults and
death threats.
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As assaults have become more frequent and more
violent, we are working to protect our workforce in as 'm here to help,

NOT BE HURT.

Sanford Health values the safety of our patients

providing tools for staff to protect themselves and de- and all who work hore Health Is

many ways as we can. We have invested in training and

r aggression

escalate situations. In an effort to educate patients and
support staff, we have created a workplace violence
campaign that includes posters to inform our patients e e

t takk, actions

we are here to care for them and asking them to refrain
from workplace violence. In addition, we have invested
in more security staff and a weapon detection system as

pleas d Health

well as de-escalation training for all staff because this ;T:;”I;Z';;i:gj:m 4
training works. One specific training, Management of rbrngrin b ot
Aggressive Behavior (MOAB) training, presents R f
principles, techniques, and skills for recognizing, wEALIN -

reducing, and managing violent and aggressive behavior
both in and out of the workplace. These measures have helped, but | believe the support of
this legislature making assaults on healthcare workers a felony will be instrumental in
seeing a decrease much like we did after the increased penalty related to the intentional
contact with bodily fluids.

We saw a noticeable decline in bodily fluid contacts after the legislature in 2017 made that
behavior a felony. From 2010-2018, the numbers for bodily fluid contacts ranged anywhere
from 25-42/year. However, in 2018 we had 25, in 2019 we had 5, in 2020 and 2021 we had

1 and last year we had none. This is a steady decrease since that legislative change showing
the felony designation works.

Post-COVID, among a number of other societal factors, has caused a large disruption in the
healthcare workforce. Safety plays a critical component in the well-being and engagement
of our teams and impacts the retention of our current staff as well as attracting new staff.
Annually, we conduct an employee experience survey allowing staff to lead the
development of our culture. In the survey, we received a number of comments pertaining
to workplace violence when we asked if workloads can be managed safely. One employee
answered, “A safe workload depends on a patient's actions. We have training on a regular
basis, but it seems patients are being more violent lately.”

On another question, when we asked if Sanford Health provides enough support for
mental and physical wellbeing, another employee answered, “I do not feel trained or
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equipped to handle the violence we are seeing on our unit. Also, it is not even a crime to
assault nursing staff on our floor, and Sanford needs to get on law makers to change this.
So, the physical wellbeing is completely out the window--Sanford earns a 0 here.” There are
limits to what we can do alone, which is why | stand before you today.

Lastly, I also want to be clear that we do not take reporting a patient lightly. When an
assault occurs, there are discussions to identify what happened and why. If the situation is
attributable to a patient’s underlying condition, we do not make a report. It is only when
behavior is purely that, bad behavior, we recommend staff make a report. We need the
support of this legislative body affirming that this behavior is unacceptable and is
punishable by a felony.

In closing, while | may not be a frontline worker, | have the honor of working with them
every day. | get to see their passion, resilience, joy, frustration, heartbreak and fear. Rain or
shine or even two feet of snow, they show up every day to serve the patients that
desperately need them. They do more than care for these patients; they get to know them,
they comfort them in their time of need and they make them feel safe. We respectfully
request that this legislature make healthcare workers feel safe by ensuring that all
members of the team providing care in a healthcare facility are treated the same and willful
assaults on them by patients, family and visitors may be considered a felony.

Please give the bill a Do Pass recommendation. | would be happy to answer any questions.
Thank you for your time and your consideration.

DJ Campbell,

Executive Director Human Resources
Sanford Health Bismarck
DJ.Campbell@SanfordHealth.org
701-323-8984

2023 HB 1121 testimony of NDHA - Mar. 21, 2023
4|Page


mailto:DJ.Campbell@SanfordHealth.org

