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Our study aimed to understand the role of situational factors in instigating people to perform violence against
frontline healthcare workers during the coronavirus disease outbreak in India. We performed a thematic analysis
of secondary data, collected from online web pages of leading national and regional newspapers. The study pro-
posed a framework linking situational factors and violence through the mechanism of emotional dynamics that
led to aggression (stress, tension, and anger). Existing literature suggests that environmental and cognitive
factors influence human learning and behaviour, and there is a chronological sequence of several activities to
reach the point of committing violence. The current study identified three thematic areas: information deficit,
mistrust in government actions, and socio-economic insecurities based on situational factors. False beliefs, ru-
mours, lack of relief material, doubt in government actions, communication gap, and fear for life, land and liveli-
hood were identified as situational factors. The study contributes to building a stronger theoretical foundation

for the existing literature and filling the gap in effective intervention strategies for preventing such violent acts

in the near future.
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Aggressive behaviour, vandalism, and attacks on
healthcare workers are important yet understudied
domains. Worldwide, there have been reports of
healthcare providers facing the outbursts of patients,
of their relatives, or the community’s aggression in
work and work-related circumstances (Knor et al.
2020; Haar et al. 2018; Tian and Du 2017; Peng et al.
2016; Schablon et al. 2018). According to the World
Medical

providers is an international emergency that affects

Association, violence against healthcare
both the healthcare system and its beneficiaries
(World Medical Association 2020). Studies found that
workplace violence leads to depression, anxiety, sleep
problems, job strain, and reduced productivity (Can-

navo et al. 2019; Magnavita et al. 2019; Magnavita,

Heponiemi, and Chirico 2020; Fernandes de Oliveira et
al. 2019). Cumulatively long working hours in stressful
situations, being away from families, physical exhaus-
tion, physical and psychological harm caused by vio-
lent behaviour also affects the morale and wellbeing
of the workforce (Cannavo et al. 2019; Bitencourt et
al. 2021).

Recently, the novel coronavirus infection shocked
the global healthcare system. Globally, emergency
rapid response teams, doctors, nurses, and other med-
ical care providers involved in containing the coron-
avirus outbreak have faced attacks (Ling et al. 2020;
Sharma et al. 2020). News articles from Mexico and
Philippines have reported, angry mobs assaulting

healthcare workers and causing serious injuries (Ford
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2020). There are reports of nurses and doctors being
assaulted in Argentina, Australia, Chile, China, Pak-
istan, the Philippines, Spain, Thailand, Turkey, the
United Kingdom, the United States, and in many
other parts of the world (Manila Bulletin News 2020),
(The Washington Post 2020), (Mexico News Daily
2020). The situation in India was no different, with
multiple attacks on frontline healthcare workers
(Ghosh 2020).

In fact, violence against health workers is not new in
India, with the last decade witnessing increasing
numbers of attacks (WHO-Newsroom 2019; Fouad et
al. 2017; Knor et al. 2020). Studies by the Indian Medi-
cal Association (IMA) report that 75 percent of Indian
doctors have faced some form of verbal abuse or
physical violence (Ghosh 2020) (Rajratnam and Bhar-
gav 2020). In June 2019, the Indian Medical Associa-
tion held a nationwide strike to demand security
(Hindustan Times 2019). In the last decade, nineteen
state governments in India have passed laws for
healthcare workforce protection.

A holistic understanding of violence and its trigger-
ing agents is lacking in India (Forgione 2020). To un-
derstand violence against frontline healthcare work-
ers, and to design and implement effective interven-
tion strategies, it is crucial to understand the personal
motivation and community background, as well as the
situational factors and pathways that facilitate vio-
lence.

The current study draws on a theoretical framework
from sociological, psychological, criminological, and
other social perspectives along with the associated
micro-level processes. It seeks to provide theoretical
insights about situational factors as triggering agents,
and identify pathways that led to violence against
frontline healthcare workers in India during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

1 Conceptual framework

Various theories have been proposed in sociology,
psychology, criminology, and other social sciences to
understand violence. Sociologist Randall Collins intro-
duced a “micro-sociological” theory on violence, set-
ting out to understand and analyse violent situations,
rather than violent individuals. According to Collins,

violence is not inherent to human nature, and violent

confrontations do not occur spontaneously. The act of
violence is complex and understanding it requires
analysis of the micro-situational dynamics or path-
ways that provoke it. The theory revolves around
emotional dynamics and emphasizes that people in
confrontational situations are tense and fearful, and
experience emotions of uncontrollable anger and vio-
lence (Collins 2008).

Richard Felson viewed violence through the lens of
social psychology. He developed a general theory of
violent crime based on theories of deviance and ag-
gression, which includes doing harm and breaking
rules. Although Felson agrees with Collins that vio-
lence is exceptional and affected by situational fac-
tors, he also notes that intended harm in dispute-re-
lated violence is not uncommon (Felson 2020). In psy-
chology, Miller proposed the “frustration-aggression
hypothesis” (Miller 1941). Frustration elicits many
different types of response, one of which is some form
of aggression. Miller also theorized that aggression is
not inborn but a learned behaviour (Dollard et al.
1939; Tonnaer, Cima, and Arntz 2016; Breuer and Elson
2017). If frustration leads to aggression, it is important
to identify the cause of frustration. People tend to at-
tack when they feel bad (Miller 1941).

Along with situations, human behaviour plays a crit-
ical role to understanding violence. Many theories
have been developed to understand human behaviour.
Albert Bandura presented a “social cognitive theory”
(1986) based on his earlier theory of social learning.
Bandura argues that human learning, and behaviour
are influenced by both environmental and cognitive
factors. Learning is a result of dynamic and reciprocal
interaction between person, environment, and behav-
iour in a social context. Behaviour occurs as a result of
interplay between environmental and cognitive fac-
tors, representing a reciprocal determinism concept
(Bandura 1977; Anderson and Bushman 2002). Envi-
ronmental factors (political, economic, and cultural)
greatly influence the ways people think. In the field of
criminology, Ronald L. Akers also addresses human
behaviour and society in his “Social learning theory”,
which touches on the theory of crime and deviant be-
haviour. It is similar to cognitive learning theory. The
theory explains social learning as a complex process

with reciprocal and feedback effects. There is a tem-
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poral sequence by which a person comes to the point
of violating the law or engaging in deviant activities
(Akers 2012).

In the light of these theoretical perspectives, the
current study sought to identify and link the situa-
tional factors and micro-situational pathways that
provoke violence. Hypothesizing that situational fac-
tors affect violent outcomes means it is pertinent to
trace back to find the cause (driver). Our proposed
conceptual framework for the data analysis is largely
based on these theories (see Figure 1).

Situational conditions operated via emotional dy-
namics, which are central to the micro-situational
theory of violence. Different factors produced tension,
stress, frustration, and anger that led to aggression.
Collins also argued that violent situations are shaped
by an emotional field of tension and fear that esca-
lates whenever people experience antagonistic con-
frontation (Collins 2008). The coronavirus pandemic

faced the community with many antagonistic situa-

tions. People perceived overwhelming challenges to

their welfare that were beyond their ability to control.

2 Methodology

2.1 Study design and data sources

During the COVID-19 lockdown, primary data collec-
tion was not feasible so, our research team relied on
the available data sources. We performed a thematic
analysis on secondary data in the form of newspaper
articles published between March and July 2020. We
searched online webpages of established national and
regional Indian newspapers.

Other national and international organizations’
websites were screened for other supporting informa-
tion. These included World Health Organisation
(WHO), International Committee of the Red Cross, In-
security Insight, Ministry of Health and Family Wel-
fare (MoHFW), Medical Council of India (MCI), In-
dian Medical Association (IMA), and the National
Centre for Disease Control. The research team re-
viewed the available literature and discussed with

Figure 1: Conceptual framework describing plausible determinants of violence

Situational factors that likely influenced outcome

*These factors acted as stressors

Cognitive factors (Personal factors)

Confusion, fear of contracting the disease, fear of losing
land and citizenship of the country, worry about loss of
livelihood & life, trust on rumors, false beliefs,
stigma/humiliation, lack of Information, limited
knowledge about coronavirus infection

Environmental factors:

N

Hypothesized mechanism Outcome
(in the light of different
theories)

Situational conditions (box 1)

functioned through emotional
dynamics (producing tension,
stress, frustration, & anger that
led to aggression)

Violence:

Verbal, non-verbal/

making people perceived psychological,

(Socio-economic- non-cooperative landlords & neighbors, ovel;whelmllr}g Ch‘}“e“_g‘g to th@r SCXUé_ll, serious
lack of relief material, shortage of essential :lvle' aéeh ultimately influencing physical harm
commodities/items, non-distribution of ration from PDS, eir behaviour.
Political-doubt in government actions, Parallelly ongoing These situational factors pushed
NRC activities, Others-sudden lockdown) people
Healthcare System: Communication gap/delay with
people, inadequate information to the families, forced
isolation during night-time without prior notice, prejudiced
behavior of healthcare staff towards suspects/patients

Box 1 Box 3

Box 1 — Situational factors linked with violence against frontline healthcare workers in India during the COVID-19.

Box 2 — Hypothesized mechanism linking Box 1 to Box 3.

Source: Authors’ work
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technical experts how to identify the relevant infor-
mation using a thematic logical data collection search
stream.

2.2 Significance and reliability of the data source
The core data was collected from newspaper articles,
which are uniquely positioned to provide original cur-
rent reporting on violence. The reporting also high-
lighted the hazardous working conditions of frontline
healthcare workers in their respective occupational
settings. In India, media actively covered attacks on
healthcare workers. It was also speculated that media
coverage helped reduce the number and intensity of
attacks on frontline healthcare workers.

The reliability of the data was cross checked using
triangulation of reporting by different news agencies
(on the same incident). Additionally, we cross-checked
data on attacks in India as reported by international
agencies such as Insecurity Insight (Insecurity Insight
2020b).

2.3 Search Terms and Study Duration

The key terms used to search relevant news articles
were COVID-19 or coronavirus, attacks, frontline
workers, and healthcare workers. Our search was fo-
cused on violent activities against frontline workers in
public and private healthcare workers in India during
lockdown phases 1 to 4 and the unlock period until 31
July 2020.

2.4 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

For the study, we used WHQO’s definition of violence:
“The intentional use of physical force or power,
threatened or actual, against oneself, another person,
or against a group or community, that either results in
or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death,
psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivation”
(World Health Organization 2002). As per the defini-
tion, we included articles mentioning any act or form
of violence connected to the measures taken by the
government to stop the spread of coronavirus infec-
tion in the country.

Our search identified 182 relevant news articles
from 57 news sources. After careful examination of
the content 81 articles were rejected. The main rea-
sons for rejection were: relevance (general news re-

lated to coronavirus) (n=20), attacks on media and
journalists (n=18), attacks on police and other law en-
forcement agencies (n=15), incident outside India
(n=22), repeat or follow up reporting on previous
healthcare attacks (n=6), and other unspecified rea-

sons.

2.5 Data Synthesis and Extraction

Two members of the research team independently re-
viewed the news articles and decided to include or ex-
clude articles, before comparing results. Any discrep-
ancy during data extraction was resolved with the
help of other researchers. Later, the two principal re-
searchers extracted the information from the litera-
ture into an Excel format with categories for incident,
location, cause, type of frontline worker involved, and
outcome.

The data was examined to identify common themes
using Braun and Clarke’s six-step thematic analysis
procedure (Clarke and Braun 2017). The study team
reviewed each article before beginning the analysis
and made preliminary notes. Each selected article was
thoroughly read and re-read, and relevant text was
highlighted. Following this, initial codes were identi-
fied to describe the article content. In this manner,
codes corresponding to ideas or patterns were as-
signed to in each article. Then observations concern-
ing key areas and common meanings that occurred
repeatedly in the data were organized in groups, re-
viewed, and combined to form key domain areas. The
themes were reviewed again and compared to the

data set to ensure appropriateness and relevance.

3 Results

A total of 101 articles fulfilled the eligibility criteria
and were selected for analysis. Insecurity Insight
(2020b) reported 125 incidents of violence on health-
care professionals across India between March and
July 2020.

Frontline healthcare workers faced various forms of
violence including verbal and non-verbal abuse, intim-
idating behaviour, obstruction, manhandling, inappro-
priate touching, hand twisting, stone-throwing, bottle-
throwing, spitting, pushing, bullying, sexual harass-
ment, attack with sticks, scalding, and other forms of

serious physical harm (The New Indian Express 2020;
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Thethaitanger News 2020). The review of articles re-
vealed attacks on many different types of healthcare
worker: medical professionals, sanitation workers, and
other healthcare workers including auxiliary nurse
midwife (ANMs), accredited social health activists
(ASHAs), Sahiya, Sevika, Anganwadi workers (AW Ws),
and support staff (The Hindustan Times 2020). These
incidents happened mostly during community surveil-
lance activities such as area mapping, screening, con-
tact tracing, and data collection, as well as isolation of
persons with suspected coronavirus, implementation
of COVID-19 guidelines and hospital treatment of un-
cooperative patients (Financial Express 2019; The Tri-
bune India 2020).

Healthcare workers also faced demoralizing and in-
timidating behaviour by local government authorities,
housing societies and residential complexes (Kashmir
Observer 2020). They were socially ostracized and re-
portedly harassed by non-cooperative landlords and
ill-minded neighbours in residential complexes (ABP
Live 2020; Livemint 2020). The police force was also in-
volved in numerous cases of misconduct and attack on
healthcare workers during COVID-19 (The Wire 2020).
The main perpetrators of violence were patients, per-
sons suspected of being infected, patients’ family,

neighbours, community and mobs (The Statesman

2020; The Indian Express 2020; Deccan Herald 2020)
(see Figure 2).

3.1 Emerging Key Domain Areas for Triggering
Factors for Violent Activities

The key domain areas include information deficit,

mistrust in government actions, and socio-economic

insecurities.

Information deficit. Epidemics create anxiety and fear,
which are further aggravated in resource-limited set-
tings due to information deficits at ground level. This
was the case with the coronavirus pandemic in India.
Sudden countrywide lockdown created confusion,
panic, and fear. People were unable to prepare them-
selves to fulfil their daily needs (Times of India 2020b;
The Hindu 2020).

Our study identified two important reasons for in-
formation deficit: lack of appropriate knowledge
about the coronavirus infection among the commu-
nity and delayed knowledge dissemination by the au-
thorities. Many uncertainties about the unprece-
dented disease amplified the situation of fear and
anxiety among the community (India Today 2020).
People feared to lose their life and livelihood (Altst-
edter, Shrivastava, and Pandya 2020). In the absence

Figure 2: Frontline healthcare workers and the perpetrators of attack

Violence against frontline healthcare workers during COVID- 19

(Medical/paramedical/other)

including
Doctors, nurses, ANMs, ASHAs, Sahiya, Sevika AWWSs, medical teams,
medical support staff

Perpetrators

i) Corona victims,
suspects, relatives, and

similar officials)

i1) Senior officials (district
authorities/police

iii) Landlords/ neighbours/
local residents

Source: Authors’ work
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of information, people believed rumours and devel-
oped false beliefs such as “doctors are corona virus car-
riers and spreading it” (which resulted in intimidation
and even attack by house owners, residential complex
associations and neighbours) (The Economic Times
2020; Livemint 2020). One such incident affecting a
doctor was related by the President of the Resident
Doctors Association:

“First, they cut off her electricity, then her water supply,
then they began picking fights over trivial matters. Finally,
they surrounded her one day and asked her to leave, stat-
ing that she would infect the building” (Altstedter,
Shrivastava, and Pandya 2020).

Due to their limited knowledge of coronavirus dis-
ease, most people did not appreciate the need for
screening and the importance of segregating suspects
and cases of COVID-19. Suspected cases refused to
stay in quarantine, because they had no symptoms of
coronavirus infection (Express Healthcare 2020). Some
people wanted the COVID-19 test result immediately,
and many did not want to be tested — which hindered
preventive efforts to contain the disease (The Hindus-
tan Times 2020). Lack of timely communication within
the community about measures to curb the pandemic
created panic and exacerbated the situation. This cul-
minated in individual and collective resistance to the
intervention measures against COVID-19. Cumula-
tively, it resulted in assaults on medical teams and
healthcare workers. One resident described the expe-
rience as follows:

“People were being taken to quarantine without any prior
notice or proper information. At first, only primary con-
tacts were to be taken, and then the rules changed to in-
clude secondary contacts. This naturally created confusion
and fear among people, most of whom are from lower so-
cio-economic strata” (The Hindu 2020).

This lack of knowledge about COVID-19 indicated
information deficit and a need for timely information
dissemination to deliver appropriate precautionary
measures and establish an early dialogue with the
community (India Today 2020; Times of India 2020a;
The Hindu 2020).

Mistrust in government actions. Public participation
based on trust between the state and its citizens is
critical to make health interventions successful. Con-
fusion, mistrust, and fear among sections of society

during the initial phase of the pandemic were re-

flected in various news reports. The study found a sig-
nificant prior event: the introduction of the National
Register of Citizens (NRC) to document legal citizens
of India and segregate and deport supposed illegal mi-
grants had created fear among a section of society.
People believed that healthcare surveys and other
measures to contain infection were linked with earlier
NRC surveys. These parallel events caused fear and
panic. Fear of losing land and residence led to retalia-
tion and attacks by suspicious communities (Gohain
2018; Times of India 2019). As a result, suspicious citi-
zens expressed a growing lack of faith in government
actions and spread rumours that COVID-19 commu-
nity surveillance activities were connected to the
NRC. Others feared that the government wanted to
harm them by depriving them of citizenship, and
thought that the personal information collected dur-
ing the pandemic might be used for the NRC (The
Economic Times 2020; The Quint 2020). In the words of
one ASHA: “People think our surveys are connected to
the NRC [National Register for Citizens] so they do not
reply properly” (The Economic Times 2020).

Fear made people reluctant to share their details
and in some cases led to attacks on the medical teams
(Livemint 2020; The Quint 2020). Anxiety and fear
were also generated where patients and suspects were
taken into forced isolation at night and without prior
notice and inadequate information to their families in
the community. This further increased doubt over the
government’s actions and fuelled mistrust. These ob-
servations highlight the communication gap between
the community and the healthcare system. The situa-
tion demands timely and open communication for

long-lasting public trust in government and authority.

Socio-economic impact and insecurities. Fear of losing
the means of livelihood led to community resistance
to lockdown rules and in some cases violent attacks
on healthcare workers. Insufficient food supplies, lack
of relief material and essential commodities, and non-
distribution of rations from public distribution sys-
tems fanned prevailing mistrust and fear in the com-
munities (Scroll 2020).
One resident said:

“When they sealed down the area, it is their responsibility
to provide us with all basic amenities and it is the right of

mijcv.org
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the people to get them at their doorstep which has not
been happening regularly” (The Hindu 2020).

A healthcare official reported:

“The accused stopped the team and asked to speak to their
Member of Legislative Assembly (MLA) claiming that they
were not getting enough food and essentials as the area
had been sealed” (The Logical Indian 2020).

4 Recommendations

The current study seeks to identify the triggering fac-
tors and gaps which led to violence against frontline
health workers. In response to these identified gaps

the following recommendations are proposed:

4.1 Clear and Proactive Communication

The findings highlighted communication gaps and the
importance of clear and timely communication with
healthcare workers and communities. Communication
channels for patients, their families, and the public
should be set up to develop two-way communication
and channels to express concerns. This will also help
improve the acceptance of new interventions to pre-
vent violent activities. Community leaders can be in-
volved to improve the acceptance of interventions.
This was evident in one incident where doctors and a
medical team were attacked by a mob during a
screening visit. The team returned the next day with
counsellors to speak with the community, which
helped to resolve the issues (India Today 2020).

4.2 Health Awareness Campaigns

Health awareness campaigns should have been
launched to educate the public about the pandemic.
This would also have helped in countering misinfor-
mation.

The World Health Organization started a global
“Stop the spread” campaign to counter misinforma-
tion, provide correct information about COVID-19 and
encourage public to double-check information with
trusted sources (WHO Newsroom 2020). Other studies
also suggested proper public health education as the
most effective method to prevent social harassment
(Bagcchi 2020; Bitencourt et al. 2021). Accurate infor-
mation also builds trust in the system leading to less
violent behaviour during the disease containment ac-

tivities.

4.3 Creating a Community-friendly Environment
for Discussions

Community engagement should be promoted by cre-
ating an environment for open discussion among citi-
zens and frontline healthcare workers. Public percep-
tion and acceptance of healthcare services is the cor-
nerstone to make any healthcare programme success-
ful. This will also help in risk identification, trust
building and preventing stigmatization and ostraciza-
tion. Conducting surveys to understand how health-
care workers are perceived and finding ways to ad-
dress the issues could be helpful. WHO also suggested
that creating an environment for open discussion
among citizens and healthcare workers is critical for
community support in combatting the disease and
avoiding fear and stigma among the community
(Bagcchi 2020).

4.4 Creating aViolence Surveillance System

It is important to strengthen the violence reporting
system and the response to violence, considering the
increasing prevalence of violence against healthcare
workers. Government should establish a violence sur-
veillance mechanism for monitoring, registering, and
responding to such incidents. A violence surveillance
system can support prevention and mitigation of vio-
lence by collating, analysing, and sharing data on vio-
lence from sources across the country. Data collected
from multiple sources such as police records, health
system records (hospital admissions, accident and
emergency records, trauma centre records and other
sources) can help in understanding the nature and ex-
tent of violence, risk and protective factors, develop-
ing contextually required interventions, and monitor-
ing and evaluating prevention activity. Violence pre-
vention and monitoring units can be established in
districts. As part of the surveillance system, data can
be shared at district, state, regional and national level.
A violence surveillance system will also help in under-
standing the true burden of violence in the country.
Conflict Coalition
(SHCC) that regularly collects data on violence and

The Safeguarding Health in

threats to healthcare workers, facilities, patients, and
transport as part of health surveillance and quality as-
surance activities in conflict conditions also suggested

mijcv.org
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assigning the role of collection of such data to a cen-

tral authority (Insecurity Insight 2020a).

4.5 Strengthening the Public Health Service

As a policy recommendation, the government should
strengthen and improve the public health service sys-
tem in the country by reviewing the lessons from
COVID-19 pandemic management. To manage future
pandemics effectively, the public health system must
be strengthened at all levels. The lessons learnt could
also be used to expand public awareness of diseases of

public health importance and their consequences.

4.6 Comprehensive Central Law

The legislation proposed by the Health Ministry in
2019 to address the issue of occupational safety of
healthcare workers needs to be passed and imple-
mented at the earliest opportunity. Law enforcement
agencies and other sectors must be clear about the
roles and responsibilities of other service providers
during a pandemic, in order to avoid incidents of the

kind associated with the Covid-19 pandemic.

5 Limitations

The study was planned in the lockdown period, after
noticing the increasing number of incidents of vio-
lence against frontline healthcare workers. This meant
that the team had to rely on the available secondary

data sources in the form of news articles.

6 Conclusion

The study findings highlight the situational factors
that affect violence and play a role in its occurrence.
An act of violence is the culmination of a chain of in-
cidents. The study underlines the need to explore the
background situation rather than looking for types of
violent individuals. Planning and implementation of
effective intervention programmes should include an
assessment of personal and environmental factors
that influence a particular behaviour.

The study found that community response behav-
iour was influenced by environmental stimuli. People
were stressed by fear and felt insecure about their life,
land, and safety. The study highlights the importance
of creating a conducive, trustworthy environment to

encourage positive community engagement, timely

dissemination of appropriate information to avoid
confusion, and a comprehensive law for the occupa-
tional safety of healthcare workers. Finally, the study
also emphasizes the need for further in-depth re-
search on the subject, which is a multifaceted issue on

which very few studies have been conducted in India.

Availability of data and materials
Data extraction sheet shall be provided on a direct re-

quest with corresponding author (Neeraj Sharma).
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