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Executive Summary

Retail employers and stakeholders 
report that customer aggression 
has increased in recent years. 
While highly visible incidents such 
as assault and weapon-related 
incidents have received growing 
attention, the broader pattern of 
everyday customer aggression 
and abuse towards retail staff 
remains widespread and often 
under-recognised, including its 
impacts on business operations 
and workforce sustainability.

Evidence from SaCSA’s 2025 National Customer 
Aggression Survey, stakeholder engagement and a 
literature review conducted with the University of Sydney 
indicates that customer aggression is now a routine 
feature of retail operations across Australia.

This report consolidates evidence on the nature, 
prevalence, impacts and drivers of customer aggression 
in retail, and identifies opportunities for collaboration, 
workforce capability development and co-design within 
the training system, alongside potential broader workplace, 
operational and policy responses.

This work also builds on SaCSA’s ongoing work to 
strengthen workforce capability to respond to customer 
aggression, including a review of customer aggression 
training and the development of proposed skill sets. 
This report provides an evidence base to support this work 
and to inform collaboration with industry on how retail staff 
and managers can be better equipped to prevent, 
de-escalate and respond to customer aggression. 
Building on these findings, SaCSA will work with industry 
stakeholders to co-design skills, training and capability-
development responses as part of a broader system wide 
approach. Broader operational, workplace, and policy 
responses will require leadership and collaboration across 
employers, unions, and government.

Customer aggression also has significant workforce 
implications. It contributes to burnout, recruitment 
pressures and the loss of experienced staff, with flow-on 
effects for workforce capability and long-term stability. 
Customer aggression ranges from everyday verbal abuse 
and harassment to higher-harm incidents such as threats, 
assaults and weapon-related events.

The key drivers identified in this report are:

•	 Service sector norms that encourage customer 
entitlement during service interactions

•	 Perceptions that retail staff have low authority or status

•	 Frustration with store processes, staffing levels 
or technology

•	 Broader economic and social pressures affecting 
customer behaviour

•	 The growth of digital channels and remote 
customer interactions
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These drivers indicate that customer aggression cannot 
be addressed through individual coping strategies alone. 
This also highlights the importance of workforce capability, 
including training and organisational support that equip 
staff and managers to manage and de-escalate difficult 
customer interactions. This includes both strengthening 
training for new entrants to the retail workforce and, 
importantly, upskilling experienced retail staff and 
managers who regularly face difficult customer interactions 
as part of their role. However, training is most effective 
when reinforced by prevention measures, effective 
reporting processes and broader organisational controls. 
SaCSA’s ongoing work is focused on strengthening 
this capability across the existing workforce, including 
reviewing training approaches and developing 
proposed skill sets.

Evidence and stakeholder feedback suggest that 
customer aggression is best addressed when multiple 
measures work together. At an employer level, this includes 
clear behavioural expectations, safer workplace design, 
strong organisational policies, effective incident reporting, 
and targeted training for staff and managers. At the sector 
and system level, promising practices include public 
awareness campaigns, clearer organisational policies, 
safer staffing and roster design, improved reporting 
systems, environmental controls and stronger support 
for workforce capability development.

For each driver, the report outlines current practices and 
poses discussion questions to guide co-design between 
industry, unions, government and the training system.

SaCSA will work with industry 
stakeholders to co-design 
skills, training and capability-
development responses 
as part of a broader system 
wide approach. Broader 
operational, workplace, and 
policy responses will require 
leadership and collaboration 
across employers, unions, 
and government.



Employer-reported survey results show customer aggression is widespread 
and takes multiple forms. In the past 12 months, businesses reported verbal 
aggression (100%) and harassment or distress (93%) as near universal 
alongside other forms of aggression. Aggression is also occurring through 
remote channels, most commonly via phone (61%), social media (46%) 
and email (39%), indicating risk extends well beyond in store.

Businesses experiencing customer aggression in the past 12 months*

Drivers and what works 
in practice

Customer aggression is driven by a 
combination of service expectations, 
workplace practices and broader social 
pressures. Evidence suggests the most 
effective responses combine multiple 
measures, including clear behavioural 
expectations, safer workplace design, 
strong organisational policies, effective 
reporting systems and targeted 
staff training.

The chart and table summarise how 
businesses are responding in practice and 
the key drivers shaping these responses, 
which are explored further in this report.

Snapshots
Key Takeaways from SaCSA’s 
2025 National Customer Aggression Survey

100%
Verbal 

Aggression

Aggression via online and remote channels

Phone 66%

Social media 48%

Email 42%

Online chat 24%

Call centre 16%

Share of businesses (%)

Businesses with mitigation strategies in place*

Medium-to-
large (20+)

91%

Small (1-20) 70%

93%
Harassment/ 

Distress

63%
Physical 

Aggression

54%
Sexual 

Harassment

38%
Weapon-related 

Aggression
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Workforce impacts

•	 61% said customer aggression made it harder to attract new workers

•	 74% said customer aggression contributed to retention challenges

Prevalence of aggression by business size#*

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
	 Weapon-related	 Sexual	 Physical	 Harassment	 Verbal 
	 aggression

Small (1-20 employees)

Where aggression is most commonly reported by employers#*

Near transport hubs 86%

Major areas in cities 81%

In regional areas 78%

In the CBD 76%

Through online channels 64%

Medium-to-large (20+)

* Valid responses ranged from 24 to 31 per type 
^ Exact denominators vary by aggression type and business size 
# Percentages do not total 100% because respondents could select more than one option



Adoption vs employers’ perceived effectiveness of customer aggression mitigation measures#*
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Adoption: share of businesses using measure (%)

Online messages

Other measures

PA announcements
Screens at point of sale

Security guards

Signage in store

Duress alarms

Body cameras worn by staff

In store CCTV cameras
Door greeters

Key drivers Examples of promising practices used by retailers

1. Service Sector Norms Public awareness campaigns, clear behavioural expectations, in-store messaging

2. �Perceived Low Status 
of Staff

Leadership support, manager training, industry campaigns highlighting retail workers

3. �Frustration with Store 
Processes and Staffing 
Levels

Safe staffing models, store design improvements, de-escalation training

4. �Customer Situational 
and Personal Factors

Incident reporting platforms, CCTV and body cameras, improved reporting systems

5. �Economic and Social 
Pressures

Workplace protection orders, targeted policing operations, sector coordination

* Valid responses ranged from 24 to 31 per type 
^ Exact denominators vary by aggression type and business size 
# Percentages do not total 100% because respondents could select more than one option
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Building on the evidence presented in 
this report, SaCSA will work with industry, 
unions, and government to co-design 
training and skill development responses 
that strengthen workforce capability 
to respond to customer aggression. 
Broader operational, workplace, and policy 
responses sit outside SaCSA’s remit and 
will require leadership across industry, 
employers, and government.

Spend on customer aggression controls by business size

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
	 0	 $1-$1,000	 $1,001-	 $10,001-	 $50,001-	 $100,001-	 $250,001	 More than 
			   $10,000	 $50,000	 $100,000	 $250,000	 $500,000	 $500,000

Source: SaCSA’s 2025 Customer Aggression Survey
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Average responses ranged from 24 to 31 per type.45

Small (1-20)

Medium-to-large (20+)

77%

61%
65%

40%

11%
17%

10%

0% 0%

60%

89%

83%

90%

35%
39%

23%



Share of mitigation measures used by businesses

In store CCTV cameras 48.2%

Duress alarms 39.3%

Signage in store 37.5%

Door greeters 28.6%

Screens at point of sale 28.6%

Security guards 25.0%

Body cameras worn by staff 19.6%

PA announcements 17.9%

Other 12.5%

Online and call 8.9%
centre messages

Type of aggression training provided for staff reported by employers

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
	 Conflict	 Other	 Post-incident	 Safe workplace	 Simulations of	 Stress	 Violence and 
	 management	 (please specify)	 reporting	 training	 customer service	 management	 aggression 
	 and de-escalation		  protocols		  interactions (including		  management 
	 training				    role plays or virtual reality)		  training

Source: SaCSA’s 2025 Customer Aggression Survey
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Both online and in-person Online

25%
33%

42%

In-person

0%

40%

60%

25%
29%

46%

27%

35%
38%

46%

23%

31%

22%

61%

17%

24%

43%

33%
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Perceived effectiveness of mitigation measures

Body cameras 72.7% 27.3%
worn by staff

Duress alarms 45.5% 31.8% 22.7%

Door greeters 43.8% 31.3% 25.0%

Other 42.9% 28.6% 28.6%

In store CCTV 40.7% 33.3% 25.9%
cameras

Security guards 35.7% 28.6% 35.7%

Screens at 25.0% 37.5% 37.5%
point of sale

Signage in store 23.8% 28.6% 47.6%

Online and call 20.0% 20.0% 60.0%
centre messages

PA 20.0% 50.0% 30.0%
announcements

	 0%	 10%	 20%	 30%	 40%	 50%	 60%	 70%	 80%	 90%	 100%

Source: SaCSA’s 2025 Customer Aggression Survey

Effective Ineffective Unsure



Introduction

Customer aggression towards retail 
workers has become an increasingly 
visible issue across the sector.1 
While serious incidents such as assaults 
and weapon-related offences attract 
public attention, everyday verbal abuse, 
harassment and intimidation remain 
far more common and often occur 
repeatedly. Governments and retailers 
have introduced new measures, but 
broader social and economic pressures 
suggest the issue will persist.2, 3

SaCSA undertook this work to provide consolidated 
evidence base on customer aggression as a workforce 
sustainability challenge for the retail sector, and to inform 
its work with industry on training, skill sets and workforce 
capability responses. SaCSA is also supporting this 
work through its customer aggression training review, 
the development of proposed skill sets, and work to 
embed customer aggression more clearly within relevant 
training package products. The report brings together 
findings from a national employer survey, stakeholder 
engagement and published research to better understand 
the nature, prevalence, impacts and drivers of customer 
aggression in retail workplaces and to inform training, 
capability and other potential responses within the training 
system, while also contributing to broader discussion 
across industry and government.

An overview of the literature review supporting this 
report is provided in Appendix A, while the full literature 
review can be accessed here, which includes additional 
detail on the evidence base referenced throughout the 
report. A comparison of policy and industry responses 
to customer aggression across several international 
jurisdictions is provided in Appendix B.

The report adopts a broad definition of customer 
aggression that includes everyday abuse and higher-harm 
incidents and recognises that aggression also occurs 
through remote and digital channels.

Importantly, while customer aggression is analysed as 
distinct from coworker or managerial abuse, and from retail 
crime more broadly, these issues can intersect in practice 
and may compound risk and harm for frontline staff.4, 5, 6
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The report is structured to first establish the evidence 
base on customer aggression in retail, before examining 
the underlying drivers and identifying opportunities 
for collaborative responses. The report is structured 
in 5 main sections.

•	 Section 1 introduces customer aggression 
in the retail sector.

•	 Section 2 examines the prevalence of 
customer aggression across retail settings.

•	 Section 3 explores the impacts of customer 
aggression on workers, businesses, and the 
broader retail environment.

•	 Section 4 analyses the key drivers of customer 
aggression and highlights current practices 
and emerging response opportunities.

•	 Section 5 outlines next steps and identifies 
opportunities for industry, unions and 
government to work with SaCSA to co-design 
skills, training and capability development 
responses to customer aggression in retail.

Together, these sections provide a shared evidence 
base to support discussion with industry, unions and 
government about how workforce capability can be 
strengthened through training, skills development and 
related responses within the training system. This report 
also identifies broader operational, workplace and policy 
issues that will require leadership and collaboration across 
industry, employers and government.

The report brings together 
findings from a national 
employer survey, stakeholder 
engagement and published 
research to better understand 
the nature, prevalence, impacts 
and drivers of customer 
aggression in retail workplaces 
and to inform training, capability 
and other potential responses 
within the training system, 
while also contributing to 
broader discussion across 
industry and government.



Understanding 
Customer Aggression 
in Retail
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Customer aggression occurs along a continuum of harm. 
Lower-level behaviours such as rudeness or dismissive 
conduct occur frequently and may be perceived as 
minor in isolation.7, 11 However, repeated exposure to 
these behaviours can contribute to cumulative stress 
and workplace harm.4 At the other end of the spectrum, 
more severe incidents such as physical assault or 
weapon-related threats present immediate safety risks 
for workers and customers.

Customer aggression should also be understood 
as a systemic work health and safety issue, not only 
a customer service challenge.12 Under work health and 
safety laws, employers have a duty to ensure physical 
and psychological health, and safety of workers and 
others in the workplace.13

The categories shown in Table 1 illustrate the different 
forms of customer aggression that may occur across retail 
workplaces in different ways during customer interactions.

Customer aggression in retail covers a wide range of behaviours involving 
the mistreatment of staff during customer interactions. Research across 
retail and other service industries consistently identifies recurring forms 
of verbal aggression, intimidation and physical harassment directed towards 
frontline workers.7, 8, 9, 10

Table 1: Categories of customer aggression

Category Description with examples

Low-intensity 
behaviours

Everyday incivility such as ignoring staff, sarcasm, rudeness or belittling remarks.14, 15, 16

Covert aggression Non-verbal behaviours intended to intimidate without physical contact, for example standing 
too close, making rude gestures or posting fake negative reviews online.11

Verbal aggression Direct verbal abuse including insults, shouting, angry or aggressive tone, name-calling, swearing 
and threats.16, 17, 18, 19

Sexual harassment Unwanted sexual behaviours directed at workers, for example, sexual comments, unwanted 
advances or other sexually inappropriate conduct.5, 17, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24

Discrimination and 
identity-based abuse

Abusive behaviours targeting personal characteristics such as gender, race, ethnicity, LGBTQIA+ 
status or disability, for example racist slurs or other discriminatory insults.5, 17, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24

Physical aggression Violent acts such as throwing objects, pushing, kicking or more serious assault.7, 11, 25

Weaponised or 
theft-related aggression

Aggression linked to criminal intent, including incidents where instigators threaten staff or 
customers using weapons. Examples include armed robbery, random attacks, assault with 
weapons and gang-related threats involving blades.6, 26



In retail settings, aggression may arise during routine 
service encounters, particularly when customers 
experience delays, stock shortages or policy restrictions 
such as returns and refund rules.3, 12, 27 However, some 
incidents are linked to deliberate attempts to intimidate 
staff or influence the outcome of a transaction.11

These interactions often require frontline staff to 
manage conflict, de-escalate tension and maintain 
service standards in challenging situations, highlighting 
the importance of workplace capability, training and 
organisational support. Shop, Distributive and Allied 
Employees’ Association (SDA)’s 2025 No One Deserves 
a Serve survey found that nearly half of the workers 
wanted training that feels meaningful rather “tick-the-box”, 
including real life scenarios.28

There is broad agreement across industry, unions and 
regulators that behaviour that threatens, intimidates 
or harms workers is unacceptable.6

Criminal Offences 
and Incident Types
Some forms of customer aggression constitute 
criminal behaviour. While all reportable incidents should 
be recorded through internal reporting processes, 
higher-harm incidents may require escalation to external 
authorities, including police.29

Two broad categories are particularly relevant for 
retail operations:

•	 Service interaction aggression: aggression that 
occurs during a transaction or service exchange, 
often involving frustrated or dissatisfied customers.7, 11

•	 Retail crime: incidents involving criminal intent that 
typically require intervention from security, emergency 
services or police.30

Retail theft and stock loss can trigger aggressive 
behaviour during confrontation or intervention. 
Violent crimes, including armed robbery, can have 
particularly severe and long-lasting impacts on staff 
physical safety and mental health, especially when 
weapons are involved.31

Customer 
Aggression Across 
Retail Channels
Customer aggression occurs across both in-store and 
digital retail channels.32 While traditionally associated with 
face-to-face interactions, aggression increasingly occurs 
through self-service technologies, online platforms and 
remote service channels, requiring responses beyond 
the shop floor.33

In-store retail environments

Aggressive customer behaviour in physical retail 
environments ranges from routine verbal abuse during 
service interactions to less frequent but high-harm incidents 
such as physical assault or weapon-related threats.34, 35, 36

Customer aggression may arise during everyday service 
encounters, particularly when customers experience 
delays, stock shortages or disputes over store policies 
or frustration with retail technologies such as self-service 
checkouts, locked exit gates, payment systems or other 
anti-theft controls. These interactions can quickly escalate 
when customers feel inconvenienced, confused, or unfairly 
restricted. High-risk incidents are less common but can 
have significant impacts on worker safety and wellbeing.36

Digital retail channels

As retail workplaces undergo rapid technological change, 
customer aggression is also occurring through digital 
and remote service interactions, changing how aggression 
is triggered, experienced and managed by staff.32 
Evidence on technology-enabled customer aggression 
in retail remains comparatively limited, particularly on what 
works to prevent incidents and support staff.33

Figure 1 highlights typical differences reported by frontline 
staff in in-store and online environments.
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Figure 1: Customer aggression differences across in-store and online channels 
(frontline staff experience)

Note: These are typical features reported in the evidence base; experiences vary by retailer, role and incident type.11, 32, 37

In-store platforms

Emerging evidence indicates that customer frustration 
with in-store technologies, such as self-service checkouts 
that fail to recognise items or require repeated staff 
intervention, can trigger aggressive behaviour directed 
at retail staff.38

These findings highlight the importance of staff capability 
in 2 areas:

•	 Digital competence to troubleshoot common 
technology issues quickly and confidently.39

•	 Interpersonal de-escalation skills to manage customer 
frustration when systems fail.39

Virtual customer service environments

Customer aggression can also occur through remote 
customer service channels such as phone, email and 
online chat. Evidence from call centre research suggests 
that online aggression can be more anonymous 
and persistent than in-person abuse, which reduces 
customers’ accountability for their behaviour and makes 
incidents harder for organisations to document and 
manage.39 While the emotional intensity may sometimes 
be lower than face-to-face encounters, these interactions 
can still affect job satisfaction, organisational commitment 
and staff wellbeing.40

Immediate escalation – 
limited pause time

Bystanders and store 
environment shape risk

Security / police 
escalation more common 

in severe events

Incident evidence may 
rely on CCTV / witnesses

Pre-existing customer biases 
towards diverse workers 
can trigger aggression

In-store channels

Anonymity on socials – 
reduced accountability

Persistence – 
messages / posts / reviews 

can be saved or shared

Boundary blurring 
(work splits into personal 

time / space)

Evidence trail may be 
clearer (logs, emails 

and screenshots)

Lacks a human – easier 
for customers to attack

Online & remote channels



Prevalence of 
Customer Aggression
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There are 4 key patterns:

•	 Verbal aggression is pervasive and recurrent – 
the SDA’s 2025 No One Deserves a Serve survey found 
that 88% of retail workers experienced verbal abuse 
in the past 12 months, and many reported frequent 
exposure.28 Incident-based studies similarly record 
thousands of incidents annually, and 56% of workers 
reported increased abuse during COVID-19.24, 42, 43, 44

•	 Physical aggression represents a material risk 
– among workers who experienced customer 
aggression, 25% reported being physically assaulted. 
Incident data documents thousands of incidents of 
violence annually, including cases resulting in injury.6, 26

•	 Sexual harassment and discrimination are persistent 
concerns – the SDA survey reports 19% of 
retail workers experienced customer-led sexual 
harassment,28 while research indicates customers 
account for around one-third of sexual harassment 
experienced by retail workers.5

•	 Aggression is often repeated and targeted – research 
indicates that many workers experience abuse from the 
same customer, and that exposure is higher for women, 
younger workers and culturally diverse staff.28, 43

SaCSA’s 2025 National Customer Aggression Survey 
confirms these patterns across retail workplaces. 
All participating businesses reported experiencing verbal 
aggression in the past 12 months. Figure 2 shows that 
most also experienced additional forms of aggression, 
including physical (63%), sexual (54%) and weapon-
related aggression (38%). Harassment was reported by 
93% of businesses.45

Customer aggression is widely reported across Australian retail workplaces. 
Evidence consistently indicates high levels of verbal abuse alongside measurable 
risks of physical aggression, sexual harassment and discrimination.24, 38, 41

Customer aggression type among businesses

Verbal 100%

Harassment 93%

Physical 63%

Sexual 54%

Weapon-related 
aggression

38%

Proportion (%)

Figure 2: Proportion of businesses experiencing at least one incident by aggression type

Valid responses ranged from 24 to 31 per aggression type; exact denominators vary by aggression type and business size.45

Source: SaCSA’s 2025 Customer Aggression Survey



Gender, Diversity, 
Equality and Inclusion 
Patterns
Customer aggression is not experienced evenly 
across the retail workforce. Evidence shows higher 
exposure for younger workers, women and culturally 
diverse staff.24, 28, 43, 44

Some key findings from Australian studies:

•	 Frequent verbal abuse towards young women – 
almost one in 2 young women reported verbal abuse 
on a weekly basis.28

•	 Customer-led sexual harassment – 19% of workers 
who experienced customer aggression reported 
customer-led sexual harassment. Academic research 
shows women are nearly twice as likely as men to be 
harassed by customers.5

•	 Racial or ethnic abuse – reported by around one-third 
of all respondents.46

Figure 3 shows mixed views from retail workers on whether 
customers treat staff equally. Women are less likely than 
men to agree, and full-time workers are more likely to agree.

Verbal aggression is pervasive 
and recurrent – the SDA’s 
2025 No One Deserves a 
Serve survey found that 88% 
of retail workers experienced 
verbal abuse in the past 
12 months, and many reported 
frequent exposure.
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These findings indicate that gendered and discriminatory forms of aggression are a significant component of frontline risk. 
They also have implications for workforce participation, retention and worker wellbeing, particularly among groups heavily 
represented in entry-level retail roles.

Figure 3: Retail workers’ views on whether customers treat staff equally

Note n = 109643

Customers treat staff equally?

15% 17% 15% 13%
19%

27%
29% 30%29%

27%

20%
18% 20%

23% 22%

30%29% 25%
25% 22%

10% 10%8% 6% 5%
	 Casual	 Full Time	 Part Time	 Men	 Women

	 Employment status	 Gender

Source: National Retailer Survey

Strongly disagree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly agree

Neither agree or disagree



Differences Across 
Retail Subsectors
Customer aggression also varies across retail subsectors 
and store environments. Evidence suggests higher 
risks of physical aggression in supermarkets and liquor 
retail, while customer-led sexual harassment is reported 
more frequently in fast food and apparel settings.6, 26, 41 
Differences often reflect customer volume, service 
intensity and store environments.

Differences by 
Business Size
Figure 4 shows that customer aggression occurs across 
businesses of all sizes, although more severe incidents 
are reported more frequently in larger workplaces, possibly 
because of higher customer numbers.45

Figure 4: Proportion of customer aggression by business size

Customer aggression type proportions by business size

100%
93% 93%

100% 100%

90%

80% 80%

70% 71% 69%

60%

50% 47%

40% 40%

30%

20%

10% 7%

0%
	 Weapon-related	 Sexual	 Physical	 Harassment	 Verbal 
	 aggression

Valid responses ranged from 24 to 31 per aggression type; exact denominators vary by aggression type and business size.45

Source: SaCSA’s 2025 Customer Aggression Survey
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Aggression Across 
Digital Channels
Customer aggression also occurs through digital and 
remote communication channels. SaCSA’s 2025 National 
Customer Aggression Survey found that aggression 
through phone calls and text messages was reported by 
66% of businesses, while 48% experienced aggression 
on social media. Email (42%) and online service 
interactions (24%) were also common pathways.45

Figure 5 shows that around half of businesses (51%) 
reported aggression across multiple communication 
channels, indicating that aggressive behaviour increasingly 
spans both in-store and digital environments.47

Aggression from 
Other Workplace 
Sources
Retail businesses also report aggression from co-workers, 
managers and delivery drivers, highlighting the broader 
importance of safe workplace systems and training.48

Figure 5: Proportion of businesses reporting aggression via digital channels

Aggression via digital channels

Phone 66%

Social media 48%

Email 42%

Online chat 24%

Call centre 16%

	 0%	 10%	 20%	 30%	 40%	 50%	 60%	 70%
Proportion of businesses (%)

Valid responses ranged from 24 to 31 per aggression type; exact denominators vary by aggression type and business size.45

Source: SaCSA’s 2025 Customer Aggression Survey



Patterns by Time 
and Location
Businesses reported increases in customer aggression 
across a range of geographic locations and trading 
periods. SaCSA’s 2025 National Customer Aggression 
Survey responses indicate where aggression is most 
concentrated.45 A higher proportion of respondents 
reported observing more incidents near transport hubs 
(86%), major suburbs (81%) and regional locations (78%) 
as depicted in Figure 6, suggesting aggression occurs 
across multiple retail settings rather than being confined 
to one location type. These location patterns suggest 
that responses may need to be tailored across settings, 
particularly in regional and remote areas where police 
response may be delayed and staff may require different 
tools and supports. Most respondents reported that they 
observe more incidents during daytime and afternoon 
trading periods as shown in Figure 7.

Figure 6: Prevalence of customer aggression by store location and size

Average responses ranged from 24 to 31 per type.45 
Note: Percentages do not total 100% because respondents could select more than one option.

Retail businesses also report 
aggression from co-workers, 
managers and delivery drivers, 
highlighting the broader 
importance of safe workplace 
systems and training.

Did you observe more incidents of customer aggression in the past 12 months?

In larger 83% 17%
shops

In smaller 77% 23%
shops

Near transport 86% 14%
hubs

Major areas 81% 19%
in cities

In regional 78% 22%
areas

In the CBD 76% 24%

Through online 64% 36%
channels
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Source: SaCSA’s 2025 Customer Aggression Survey
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Together, these findings demonstrate that customer 
aggression is not an isolated issue but a persistent 
feature of frontline retail work. Understanding the scale 
and distribution of aggression provides a foundation 
for examining the drivers of customer aggression 
and identifying practical responses across industry, 
workplaces and the training system.

Figure 7: Prevalence of customer aggression by time of day

Average responses ranged from 24 to 31 per type.45 
Note: Percentages do not total 100% because respondents could select more than one option.

Did you observe more incidents of customer aggression in the past 12 months?

During 86% 14%
day time

During 80% 20%
afternoon time

During 64% 36%
night time

	 0%	 10%	 20%	 30%	 40%	 50%	 60%	 70%	 80%	 90%	 100%

Source: SaCSA’s 2025 Customer Aggression Survey
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Note: Percentages do not total 100% because respondents could select more than one option.28

Customer aggression affects retail workers, employers and the broader retail 
sector in multiple and reinforcing ways. Research consistently links exposure 
to aggression with psychological harm, reduced productivity, absenteeism, 
turnover and reputational damage to retail work.9 Figure 8 shows that stress 
is the most reported impact of customer aggression, affecting nearly three 
quarters of workers (74%) followed by anxiety (70%).28

Figure 8: Impact of customer aggression on physical and mental health

Source: SDA’S No One Deserves a Serve Survey 2025 

Impact of customer aggression on physical and mental health

Stress 74%

Anxiety 70%

Burn out 44%

Loss of self esteem 36%

Brain fog 31%

Sleeplessness 30%

Fatigue 30%

Depression 29%

Impacted personal life 27%

High blood pressure 16%

Body aches / pains 15%

PTSD 12%

Not impacted 11%

Digestive problems 10%

Suicidal thoughts 6%

Other 5%

Physical injury 4%



Impact on Staff
Australian evidence shows that customer aggression 
can cause significant psychological and physical 
harm to frontline retail staff. Workers report emotional 
exhaustion, heightened stress, anxiety and concerns 
about their physical safety, alongside reduced job 
satisfaction and confidence when interacting with 
customers. These impacts often extend beyond 
the workplace, affecting personal wellbeing, work-life 
balance and long-term career intentions.5, 11, 49

In regional and remote communities, these impacts 
may be intensified when workers continue to encounter 
the aggressor outside the workplace, affecting their sense 
of safety both at work and in the broader community.50, 51

Comparable findings are reported across other Australian 
customer-facing industries. Studies of bus drivers and 
call centre workers link customer aggression to emotional 
strain, burnout, reduced job satisfaction and higher 
turnover intentions.52, 53, 54, 55, 56

Across sectors, both direct exposure to aggression and 
witnessing aggression directed at colleagues can reduce 
organisational commitment, harm physical and mental 
health and increase intentions to leave.7, 9, 25, 39

International research reports similar patterns across 
retail and service industries. Studies in the United 
States, the United Kingdom and Asia consistently 
link customer aggression with emotional exhaustion, 
anxiety, reduced job satisfaction, absenteeism and 
turnover intentions.57, 58, 59, 60, 61, 62, 63, 64

These findings indicate that the impacts of customer 
aggression on worker wellbeing are consistent across 
retail and other customer-facing industries.

I’m going into 4 years in retail 
and I’m ready to find another 
career path – and a lot of my 
friends are looking to leave 
or have left.”

(NSW frontline worker)

I’ve worked for 4 years and 
I’m already thinking I don’t want 
to stay in this industry and put 
up with being treated like this.”

(VIC frontline worker)
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Impact on 
Organisations
Australian research shows that exposure to customer 
aggression reduced staff performance, including 
slower work pace, lateness, reduced effort and 
stronger intentions to resign, which ultimately affects 
productivity, workforce stability and operating costs 
for retail employers.11 While stock loss is often the most 
visible financial focus, aggression also drives less visible 
costs through absenteeism, turnover, recruitment and 
training. This places clear responsibilities on employers 
to prevent harm, support workers and maintain safe 
systems of work.13

Claims, injury and attendance impacts

Industry and government reporting highlights 
the operational costs associated with customer 
aggression, including compensation claims, injuries and 
absenteeism.65, 66 While compensation datasets do not 
isolate retail aggression incidents specifically, the broader 
pattern indicates measurable costs for employers.

Serious claims are associated with a median 7.4 weeks 
of time lost, and mental health conditions claims have 
a median 35.7 weeks of time lost (2023–24).67 This loss of 
attendance translates into immediate roster gaps, backfill 
and overtime costs, disrupted service capacity and higher 
workload pressure on remaining staff.

Business disruption and direct 
operation costs

Retailers may also face direct operational costs 
associated with increased security measures, safety 
initiatives, technology investments, recruitment, training 
and temporary store closures.68, 69, 70

These responses are typically most effective when 
implemented as part of a broader system of controls 
rather than as isolated measures. These responses can 
be necessary to protect staff, though they carry financial 
and operational consequences, particularly for stores 
operating on tight margins.

Figure 9 shows spending on customer aggression 
controls rises sharply with business size. Small retailers 
are more likely to report no spends or <$1000, while 
larger businesses more often invest $10,000 to $50,000 
and above, reflecting their capacity for guards, CCTV 
upgrades and alarms. These investments can reduce 
risk but add ongoing operational costs.45



Spend on customer aggression controls by business size
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Workforce attraction and 
retention pressures

Customer aggression contributes directly to recruitment 
and retention challenges.

The Motorola Solutions (2024) ANZ Retail Worker Safety 
survey found that 32% of retail workers had considered 
quitting because they no longer feel safe at work.68 
The SDA’s No One Deserves a Serve 2025 report 
indicates that 58% of workers returned to work as usual 
after an incident but they reported that work became more 
stressful, and around 15% said they considered quitting.28

SaCSA’s 2025 National Customer Aggression Survey 
confirms these impacts. Among businesses that hired 
staff in the previous 12 months, 61% reported that 
customer aggression had made it more difficult to attract 
new workers.45 Figure 10 shows that retention impacts 
were even stronger – 74% of businesses reported that 
customer aggression contributed to staff departures.

Figure 9: How much businesses spend on safety measures to prevent customer aggression 
by business size

Average responses ranged from 24 to 31 per type.45

Small (1-20)

Medium-to-large (20+)

77%

61%
65%

40%

11%
17%

10%

0% 0%

60%

89%

83%

90%

35%
39%

23%
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These findings indicate that customer aggression is 
constraining labour supply and increasing turnover 
pressures across the retail workforce.

Psychosocial safety and risk exposure

Across these impact areas, customer aggression creates 
a significant psychosocial safety risk.71 Ongoing exposure 
can compound costs through increased absence, 
turnover, workers compensation claims and the need 
for additional controls and supervision and support.72

This positions customer aggression as a core work health 
and safety and workforce sustainability issue, rather 
than a customer service challenge, because it affects 
recruitment, retention and the long-term sustainability 
of the sector.

My oldest daughter is turning 
15 soon and she wants to work 
with me. Now I’m worried about 
her wellbeing going into retail 
and dealing with this.”

(NSW frontline worker)

When people find out how 
much the job entails, they don’t 
seem to stay. We don’t train 
15-16 years olds on how to 
handle that... we don’t train 
anyone on how to handle that.”

(QLD frontline worker)

Figure 10: Proportion of businesses reporting that customer aggression 
affected staff attraction and retention

Valid responses ranged from 24 to 31 per type.45

Source: SaCSA’s 2025 Customer Aggression Survey

Yes No

Customer aggression affected staff attraction and retention

Attraction

61%

39%

Retention

74%

26%



Impact on the 
Retail Industry
At an industry level, customer aggression undermines the 
attractiveness of retail work, particularly for younger and 
entry-level staff who experience higher rates of aggression 
and may have limited access to support.5, 49, 73

Attrition and loss of experience

Experienced staff are more likely to leave the industry 
when they perceive that insufficient organisational or 
sector-wide responses exist to address aggression.11 
This loss of expertise increases reliance on less 
experienced or short-term workers, affecting service 
quality, training capacity and workforce stability. 
Academic evidence also links customer aggression to 
emotional exhaustion, job stress and increased intention 
to leave, highlighting the risk of avoidable attrition.

Training and capability development gaps

Frontline supervisors and managers are a critical 
control point in preventing and responding to customer 
aggression, yet evidence suggests leadership capability 
and follow-through are inconsistent. SafeWork SA’s 
retail compliance work found that the leading area of 
non-compliance was failure to provide sufficient training 
to workers in how to respond to violence and aggression 
– 43% of improvement notices addressed training gaps.74 
SDA’s 2025 No One Deserves a Serve survey evidence 
shows a similar pattern: 72% of respondents report 
receiving training but only 47% feel sufficiently trained 
and only 22% rate post-incident employer support 
as adequate.28



Customer Aggression and 
the Future of Retail Work 31

Over time, inconsistent leadership capability and 
post-incident support can increase stress for both 
frontline staff and emerging supervisors, contribute to 
early exits and reduce the availability of experienced 
leaders. This reinforces the case for scalable leadership 
focused training and proposed skill sets that strengthen 
incident response, reporting and de-escalation.11, 28, 75, 76 
These findings reinforce the importance of strengthening 
workforce capability across the sector, particularly 
through more consistent training, clearer response options 
and stronger capability development. SaCSA’s role in 
this work is to support industry through its customer 
aggression training review, the development of proposed 
skill sets, and work to embed customer aggression more 
clearly within relevant training package products.

Together, gaps in training, leadership capability and 
post-incident support create a cycle of diminished job 
quality and retention, reducing the industry’s overall 
workforce stability and making it harder to attract and 
retain a skilled retail workforce.

Evidence from Australian and international research 
points to 5 broad and often overlapping drivers of 
customer aggression in retail settings. The following 
section examines the underlying drivers of customer 
aggression and identifies opportunities for industry, 
unions, government and the training system to develop 
coordinated responses.

This is important research 
on the impact of customer 
aggression on staff 
wellbeing and retention 
and business costs.”

It not only points to the drivers 
of the surge in aggression but 
provides options for tackling 
the issues. It informs our work 
across training, policy and 
advocacy.”

(Chris Rodwell, CEO of 
Australian Retail Council)



Drivers of 
Customer Aggression 
and Response 
Opportunities
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International policy and industry responses to these 
issues are summarised in Appendix B and provide 
useful reference points for future industry and policy 
development.

Retailers respond to these challenges through a 
combination of operational practices, workplace systems 
and workforce capability development.

Evidence suggests that the most effective approaches 
combine multiple measures rather than relying on a single 
intervention.28, 34, 35 This includes organisational policies, 
leadership support and training that equip staff and 
managers with the skills to prevent, manage and 
de-escalate difficult customer interactions.

Evidence from Australian and international research points to 5 broad and 
overlapping drivers of customer aggression in retail settings:

•	 Service sector norms that encourage customer entitlement during service interactions

•	 Perceptions that retail staff have low authority or status

•	 Frustration with store processes, staffing levels or technology

•	 Broader economic and social pressures affecting customer behaviour

•	 The growth of digital channels and remote customer interactions.

Retailers respond to 
these challenges through 
a combination of operational 
practices, workplace systems 
and workforce capability 
development.

Service Sector Norms
Long-standing service norms can contribute to customer 
aggression, particularly expectations that staff should 
defer to customers and deliver a “satisfactory outcome” 
regardless of circumstances. This is often captured in 
the expectation that “the customer is always right”.3, 7

When customers believe their expectations have not been 
met, they may respond aggressively.7, 32, 77 This can occur 
even when the issue is outside a worker’s control, such as 
a refund being declined due to company policy or items 
being out of stock.

Service work literature suggests that these norms create 
a sense of entitlement and relational superiority, increasing 
the likelihood of aggression when customers’ sense 
of excitement gives way to disappointment.7, 78, 79, 80, 81



Current practices and promising approaches

Several approaches aim to shift expectations about 
acceptable behaviour in retail environments:

•	 Public awareness campaigns such as the 
SDA’s No One Deserves a Serve campaign 
and the Be Kind in Retail initiative. The No One 
Deserves a Serve campaign has increased 
awareness of customer aggression and 
encouraged employers to offer more support to 
staff. Collaborative campaigns such as Be Kind in 
Retail reinforce these messages across shopping 
centres and retail chains, aligning Australian 
efforts with international campaigns that promote 
respect for customer-facing workers.28, 82

•	 Clear organisational policies that define 
unacceptable behaviour and challenge the idea 
that “the customer is always right”. Research 
emphasises the importance of clear, accessible 
policies that use plain language, specify 
unacceptable behaviours, outline reporting 
pathways, and set out consequences for 
aggressive conduct.83 Policies that adopt zero 
tolerance for abuse and involve staff in policy 
development can help shift workplace culture. 
 

However, survey evidence indicates that only 
around half of Australian retail workers are aware 
of their store’s customer aggression policy, 
suggesting a gap between policy development 
and effective implementation.28 Policies therefore 
require active rollout, visible reinforcement 
and manager training to ensure staff know 
what to do and have confidence that their 
employer will support them when responding 
to customer aggression.84, 85

•	 In-store messaging and signage reminding 
customers to treat staff with respect. Signage 
was one of the more commonly used measures 
among surveyed businesses. Evidence suggests 
that entry signage setting clear expectations for 
customer behaviour can serve as an important 
environmental cue and support broader cultural 
change initiatives.28, 83 However, the substantial 
proportion of businesses reporting signage 
as ineffective or uncertain suggests that signage 
alone is unlikely to be sufficient unless it is 
backed by visible enforcement and consistent 
organisational practice.86

Discussion questions to support co-design

•	 How could industry partners strengthen consistent 
messaging that aggression towards retail workers 
is unacceptable?

•	 How can retailers ensure organisational policies 
on customer aggression are clearly communicated, 
implemented and supported across workplaces?

•	 What role could sector-wide campaigns, shared 
communication materials or in-store messaging play in 
reinforcing respectful behaviour towards retail workers?



Customer Aggression and 
the Future of Retail Work 35

Customer aggression can also be shaped by 
perceptions that frontline retail roles are low status, 
low skilled or temporary. When workers are perceived 
as interchangeable or lacking authority, customers may 
feel more comfortable directing frustration or hostility 
towards them.49, 87

This driver intersects with power dynamics and identity-
based mistreatment. Evidence indicates that customer 
aggression disproportionately affects younger workers, 
women and culturally diverse staff.43, 44, 62, 88

Research suggests that increasing the visibility and 
“humanisation” of staff may reduce customer aggression.89

Current practices and promising approaches

Retail organisations are trialing several approaches to 
make frontline staff more visible, valued and respected:

•	 Leadership and workplace culture initiatives, 
where managers visibly support staff during 
incidents. Research in Australian retail highlights 
that staff feel more supported when managers 
intervene during incidents, reinforce that 
aggression is unacceptable and provide follow-
up after events.5 International research similarly 
shows that supportive supervisors and strong 
perceptions of organisational support can reduce 
the emotional impacts of customer aggression 
and reduce turnover intentions. These findings 
suggest that leadership behaviours are critical 
in operationalising organisational policies, 
as cultural change requires consistent managerial 
action rather than written statements alone.5, 49

•	 Manager training on how to intervene and 
support workers following aggressive incidents.5, 90 
Training is widely identified by stakeholders as a 
central component of organisational responses to 
customer aggression. Promising practice moves 
beyond generic customer service modules 
to provide role-specific content on incident 
recognition, de-escalation, emotional regulation 
and reporting, alongside clear guidance on 
organisational protocols and escalation pathways. 

Evidence from other service sectors suggests that 
participatory and scenario-based training, where 
staff rehearse responses to realistic situations, 
can improve confidence and reduce emotional 
exhaustion when dealing with aggressive 
customers.90 Manager-specific training is 
particularly important, as managers play a critical 
role in intervening during incidents, supporting 
staff afterwards and reinforcing organisational 
expectations.76

•	 Industry campaigns highlight the contribution 
of retail workers. Industry initiatives that promote 
respect for retail workers can complement 
organisational practices by reinforcing broader 
cultural change. International examples such 
as the United Kingdom’s Freedom from Fear 
campaign and the Service with Respect initiative 
highlight the impacts of customer abuse on 
frontline staff and promote stronger protections 
for retail workers. These campaigns contribute 
to wider public awareness and support efforts 
to strengthen expectations about respectful 
behaviour towards customer-facing workers.82

Discussion questions to support co-design

•	 How can retailers strengthen leadership capability 
and workplace culture, so staff and supervisors feel 
supported when responding to customer aggression?

•	 What role could sector-wide training and capability 
development play in reinforcing the authority, 
confidence and professionalism of frontline retail 
workers and supervisors?

•	 What role could industry-wide initiatives or campaigns 
play in reinforcing respect for retail workers and 
supervisors, and supporting cultural change across 
the sector?

Perceived Low 
Status of Staff



Current practices and promising approaches

Retail organisations are implementing a range of 
operational and environmental measures to reduce 
customer aggression triggers, including:

•	 Safe staffing and roster design, including 
reducing worker isolation in higher-risk roles. 
Australian studies show that staff working alone, 
in “click and collect” roles or in understaffed 
teams face greater vulnerability to customer 
aggression.83 Promising practices therefore 
involve changes to workplace and job design that 
reduce exposure to risk and support effective 
responses. Safe staffing levels are a critical 
component. Roster design that minimises worker 
isolation and ensures access to colleague support 
was identified as an important preventative 
measure, despite the cost pressures that often 
constrain staffing.15, 94

•	 Environmental controls, such as CCTV, duress 
alarms, and improved store design. Retailers are 
increasingly using technology-enabled controls 
as part of broader mitigation strategies.12, 27, 83 
These include more established technologies 
such as CCTV and duress alarms, which staff 
frequently report as contributing to a greater 
sense of safety, as well as newer approaches 
such as body-worn cameras and facial 
recognition trials aimed at deterring aggression 
and identifying repeat offenders. 

Physical design changes, including protective 
screens and improved store layouts, are 
also used to reduce direct exposure to risk. 
Research suggests that the effectiveness of 
these measures depends on clear protocols, 
consultation with staff and ongoing monitoring 
of impacts.5, 49, 88

•	 De-escalation training for staff and 
supervisors, using recognised skill sets with 
clear escalation protocols and drills. Promising 
practice moves beyond generic customer 
service training to include role-specific 
guidance on incident recognition, de-escalation 
techniques, emotional regulation, and reporting. 
Evidence from other service sectors highlights 
the value of participatory and scenario-based 
training, allowing staff to rehearse responses 
to realistic situations.5, 95 A consistent response 
framework used by major retailers such as 
“3 D’s – Determine, De-escalate, Disengage”, 
can also help provide staff with clear, practical 
steps for responding to customer aggression. 
This could support great consistency across 
retailers, locations, and training approaches.

Discussion questions to support co-design

•	 How can retailers reduce operational triggers for 
aggression, such as confusion about store policies, 
delays in service or technology failures?

•	 What role could staff models, store design and 
environmental controls play in reducing staff exposure 
to customer aggression in higher-risk retail settings?

•	 What role could industry guidance, training and 
capability development play in supporting staff 
to manage difficult customer interactions and 
de-escalate conflict?

Customer frustration with store processes can trigger or 
escalate aggression. Frustration may arise from restrictive 
or poorly understood policies, unclear signage, 
out-of-stock items or confusing store layouts.3, 91, 92

Low staffing levels can intensify these frustrations 
when customers cannot obtain assistance quickly.15 
Similar issues can arise in digital and omnichannel 
retail environments.93

Frustration with Store Processes 
and Staffing Levels
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Some incidents arise from individual motivations rather 
than service failures. Customers may use aggression to 
obtain refunds or compensation, retaliate for perceived 
poor treatment or assert control during interactions 
with staff.78, 79, 80

Retail environments where there are few consequences 
for aggressive behaviour may increase the likelihood that 
customers use intimidation as a strategy.8

Discussion questions to support co-design

•	 How could retailers strengthen reporting and incident 
data systems to better identify repeat offenders and 
high-risk locations?

•	 What role could share platforms, intelligence 
sharing and partnerships with law enforcement play 
in improving coordinated responses to customer 
aggression and retail crime?

•	 How can retailers make reporting processes simpler 
and more consistent, while ensuring staff receive clear 
feedback, follow-up and appropriate post-incident 
support after incidents are reported?

Customer Situational 
and Personal Factors

Current practices and promising approaches

Retailers are increasingly adopting systems that 
improve accountability and incident management, 
including:

•	 Incident reporting platforms, such as Auror, 
that enable retailers to identify repeat offenders 
and link incidents that might otherwise be treated 
as isolated events. These platforms support 
improved incident data capture and intelligence 
sharing between retailers and police. 
For example, Auror connects police to retailer 
for incident information and helps identify 
prolific or organised offending patterns. Industry 
reporting based on retailer incident data logged 
through Auror indicates that around one in 10 
retail crime events involves violence or weapons, 
reinforcing the importance of improved reporting 
and intelligence sharing to support enforcement 
responses.96

•	 Technology tools, including CCTV and 
body-worn cameras, to support incident 
documentation and deterrence. CCTV is one of 
the most widely used mitigation measures in retail 
settings, and survey results indicate that nearly 
half of businesses use it as part of their customer 
aggression strategy. Staff frequently report feeling 
safer when surveillance technologies are in place, 
suggesting that these tools play an important role 
in both incident review and prevention.70, 97

•	 Simple and consistent internal reporting 
processes that allow organisations to track 
patterns of aggression and respond more 
effectively. Consistent internal reporting enables 
businesses to distinguish between different forms 
of incidents, including aggression occurring 
during service interactions and more serious 
incidents linked to retail crime.91, 98 Clear reporting 
pathways also support escalation to police where 
necessary, particularly for higher-harm incidents 
such as threats, assaults or weapon-related 
events. To be effective, reporting processes 
need to be easy to use, applied consistently 
and supported by visible follow-up so staff can 
see that reports lead to action. This should be 
reinforced by trauma-informed post incident 
support including manager check ins and 
appropriate worker support after incidents occur. 
When combined with technology platforms 
and evidence tools, these reporting processes 
can help organisations identify emerging risks, 
strengthen workplace responses, and improve 
collaboration with law enforcement.



Broader economic and social pressures can also 
contribute to customer aggression. Factors such as 
financial stress, substance use and declining respect 
for authority have been associated with increased 
aggression in customer-facing environments.26, 99 
These wider causes suggest that customer aggression 
is not only a workplace issue, but also a broader social 
issue that may require prevention efforts and public 
messaging beyond individual businesses.

The COVID-19 pandemic intensified these dynamics, 
particularly when retail workers were required to enforce 
public health measures.44

Economic and 
Social Pressures

Current practices and promising approaches

Responses to broader economic and social pressures 
often involve collaboration between industry, 
government and community partners, including:

•	 Workplace protection orders (WPOs) 
that restrict individuals from entering workplaces 
following violent incidents. A key reform trend 
is the use of court orders that restrict an 
individual’s ability to attend a workplace (or group 
of workplaces) where they have engaged in 
violence, threats or intimidation. In the ACT, 
workplace protection orders impose conditions 
such as restrictions on attending shops and 
provide police with a clear instrument to act 
if orders are breached.100 In South Australia, 
the Workplace Protection (Personal Violence) 
Act 2025 introduced a WPO scheme that 
allows eligible applicants, including businesses 
and relevant bodies, to seek orders to bar 
individuals from workplaces for up to 12 months.101 
The Commonwealth Workplace Orders Act 2025 
establishes a WPO scheme for Commonwealth 
works and Commonwealth workplaces, 
reflecting broader policy efforts to strengthen 
protections for frontline workers exposed to 
customer aggression.102

•	 Targeted retail crime strategies and policing 
operations such as Operation Percentile 
in New South Wales and Operation Measure in 
South Australia. Police responses are becoming 
more explicitly focused on retail crime and 
high-harm offenders. New South Wales has 
launched a Retail Crime Strategy with a statewide 

rollout of Operation Percentile, which targets 
recidivist and high-harm retail offenders and 
covers offences including assaults, intimidation, 
threats and repeat theft.103 South Australia’s 
Operation Measure similarly targets recidivist 
theft offenders and those who use violence 
or threats during offences. Victoria has also 
introduced measures aimed at strengthening 
consequences for assaults against retail and 
hospitality workers, illustrating a growing focus 
on retail worker safety.104

•	 Industry coordination through established 
forums. Practice across the sector is often 
inconsistent, with variation in reporting, training 
quality, store design controls and post-incident 
support. The Retail Employee Safety Council 
(RESC), jointly convened by the Australian Retail 
Council and the SDA, brings together major 
retailers, unions, regulators, and government 
representatives, including SaCSA, to identify 
leading practices in workplace design, systems of 
work, trauma-informed support and standardised 
reporting approaches.105 Forums such as 
retail crime symposiums have also called for 
harmonised legislative approaches, enhanced 
police resourcing, and a national strategy to 
address retail crime and customer aggression. 
These forms of sector-level coordination help 
strengthen alignment across stakeholders 
and support more consistent responses to 
aggression in retail workplaces.106



Customer Aggression and 
the Future of Retail Work 39

The Retail Employee Safety 
Council (RESC), jointly 
convened by the Australian 
Retail Council and the SDA, 
brings together major retailers, 
unions, regulators, and 
government representatives, 
including SaCSA, to identify 
leading practices in workplace 
design, systems of work, 
trauma-informed support 
and standardised reporting 
approaches.

Discussion questions to support co-design

•	 How can industry, unions and government collaborate 
more effectively to address repeat offenders and 
high-risk behaviour in retail settings?

•	 What role could tools such as workplace protection 
orders, exclusion mechanisms or other regulatory 
approaches play in strengthening protections for 
frontline retail workers?

•	 How can sector-wide forums and partnerships be 
used to improve coordination, information sharing, 
and consistent responses to customer aggression 
across jurisdictions?

Linking Drivers 
to Prevention
Customer aggression in retail rarely arises from a single 
cause. Incidents typically reflect a combination of service 
expectations, operational pressures, individual motivations, 
and broader social conditions.

Evidence across the sector also suggests that the most 
effective responses combine multiple measures, including 
clear behavioural expectations, safer workplace design, 
strong organisational policies, effective reporting systems 
and workforce capability development.27, 28, 83

Understanding these drivers provides a foundation for 
co-designing training, skills and capability-development 
responses within the training system, while also informing 
broader discussions across industry, employers and 
government about operational and policy responses.



Next Steps: 
Co-Designing 
Responses to 
Customer Aggression
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The evidence also indicates that customer aggression is 
shaped by a combination of workplace conditions, service 
expectations, and broader social and economic pressures. 
Addressing these drivers will require coordinated action 
across workplaces, the wider retail sector, government, 
and the training system.

SaCSA is already contributing to this work through its 
customer aggression training review, the development 
of proposed skill sets, and work to embed customer 
aggression more clearly within relevant training package 
products. These initiatives are intended to strengthen 
workforce capability and support more consistent 
approaches to prevention, de-escalation and response 
across the retail sector, while complementing broader 
workplace and system-level action.

Building on the evidence and promising practices 
presented in this report, SaCSA will work with industry, 
unions and government to co-design skills, training 
and capability-development responses that strengthen 
workforce capability to prevent, manage and respond 
to customer aggression in retail. This includes work 
to improve how staff and managers are upskilled 
across the workforce, supported by training, tools and 
pathways within the vocational education and training 
system. Broader operational, workplace, and policy 
responses will continue to be led by industry, employers, 
and government.

The discussion questions included throughout the report 
are intended to guide this next stage of collaboration. 
They highlight potential areas where industry partners may 
wish to share experiences, build on promising practices 
identified across the sector, and explore opportunities 
for coordinated responses.

Through this process, SaCSA aims to support the 
development of practical training, tools and capability-
building approaches that will help retail staff and 
managers prevent, de-escalate and respond to 
customer aggression, thus contributing to the long-term 
sustainability of the retail workforce.

Customer aggression towards retail workers is a growing and complex 
challenge across the sector. The findings in this report show that aggressive 
behaviour is widespread across retail workplaces and can have significant 
impacts on worker wellbeing, business operations, and the long-term 
sustainability of the retail workforce.

SaCSA is already contributing 
to this work through its 
customer aggression training 
review, the development of 
proposed skill sets, and work 
to embed customer aggression 
more clearly within relevant 
training package products.
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The review was undertaken because customer 
aggression is a material workforce and safety issue for 
retail, but evidence is often fragmented across regulators, 
academic studies, industry reporting and union surveys. 
Bringing this evidence together strengthens the report’s 
ability to distinguish between common drivers and to 
identify which controls typically form an effective multi 
layered response.

The findings from the literature review are used throughout 
the report to provide context for survey results and 
stakeholder insights, and to support recommendations 
that emphasise scalable training solutions, consistent 
protocols and practical controls that can be implemented 
across business of different sizes. The findings also 
provide an evidence base for SaCSA’s work with industry 
on training, tools and capability-development responses, 
including the development of proposed skill sets and 
improvements to relevant VET products.

A full version of the literature review can be found here. 

This section provides an overview of the literature review commissioned 
for this project, which was undertaken by the University of Sydney to inform 
SaCSA’s work on customer aggression in retail workplaces. The purpose of 
the review was to consolidate credible Australian and international evidence 
on what drives customer aggression, how it affects workers and businesses 
and what kinds of responses are most effective in practice. It provides 
a consistent evidence base to support the report’s five driver categories 
and the Current practices and promising approaches section.

The findings also provide an 
evidence base for SaCSA’s 
work with industry on 
training, tools and capability-
development responses, 
including the development 
of proposed skill sets and 
improvements to relevant 
VET products.

https://cms.sacsa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Customer-Aggression-in-Retail-Workplaces.pdf
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Scotland: Protection of Workers Act

Scotland has introduced dedicated legal protections 
for retail workers through the Protection of Workers 
(Retail and Age-restricted Goods and Services) Act 2021. 
The Act created specific offences for serious assault, 
common assault and threatening or abusive behaviour 
directed at retail workers. Early monitoring and police 
reporting indicate significant volumes of offences 
captured under the new framework, signalling the scale 
of the issue and increasing enforcement awareness.107

United States: Retail safety laws and 
workplaces violence requirements

In the United States, policy responses have increasingly 
focused on workplace violence prevention requirements 
for large retailers. New York City’s Retail Safety Worker 
Act 2024 requires larger retail employers to implement 
workplace violence prevention policies and provide 
annual training. For very large retail chains, the Act also 
requires the provision of panic buttons for staff, reflecting 
an emphasis on rapid escalation pathways and protection 
for frontline workers.108

Sweden and Japan: Targeted controls on 
high-risk individuals and customer harassment

Sweden and Japan have introduced targeted measures 
aimed at preventing repeat incidents and reinforcing 
behavioural expectations in retail settings. Sweden has 
legislation that allows bans on individuals who are likely 
to commit crimes or harass people in stores. In Japan, 
local ordinances have been introduced to address 
customer harassment, reflecting growing recognition 
that aggression is not only an organisational problem 
but also a community behavioural issue, with clear social 
and regulatory expectations.109, 110

United Kingdom: Industry campaigns 
and calls for stronger protections

In the UK, industry-wide campaigns have played a 
prominent role in shaping public messaging and policy 
debate. The Union of Shop, Distributive and Allied 
Workers’ Freedom from Fear campaign and Institute of 
Customer Service’s Service with Respect initiative have 
highlighted the impacts of customer abuse on workers and 
advocated for stronger protections and cultural change. 
These campaigns are occurring alongside continued 
discussion and proposals for a UK-wide standalone 
offence for assaults on retail staff, signalling a shift 
towards more explicit legal recognition of retail worker 
safety risks.82, 111, 112

United States retail operations: Security 
investment and operational responses

Alongside legislative developments, major retailers in 
the United States have increased investment in crime 
intelligence platforms and strengthened security protocols 
in response to heightened concerns about threats and 
violence. In some cases, retailers have also adjusted 
operating models, including reducing trading hours 
or closing stores in high-risk areas, which demonstrates 
the operational and economic consequences when 
aggression becomes chronic and difficult to manage 
within standard business settings.113, 114

What it means

These international examples provide a benchmark for 
assessing the adequacy of current responses in Australian 
retail, and highlight the value of aligning public policy, 
organisational systems and public messaging.

International comparison provides useful reference points for Australian policy 
and practice. Across several jurisdictions internationally, customer aggression 
towards retail workers is increasingly being treated as a systemic risk that 
requires legal protections, stronger employer obligation and coordinated 
industry and community responses. The examples below illustrate the range 
of approaches being adopted.
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