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Abstract 

This thesis will review incidents of social workers dying in connection with their jobs. Some of 

these incidents occurred while workers were on the clock and others occurred when workers 

were off duty but are connected to their job. This thesis looks back on the last decade, reviewing 

incidents from 2010 through 2019 in the United States of America. Four trends are identified 

within these incidents: (1) workers seeing clients alone, (2) clients having weapons, (3) workers 

facing a reasonable expectation of danger, and (4) workers being killed at their office or assigned 

work site. Suggestions for policy change are presented to address these trends, and a worker 

safety plan is presented that shows how policy changes can improve worker safety and helps 

workers identify actions they can take to keep themselves safe. 
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Process Analysis Statement 

 The bulk of the work for this thesis consisted of identifying incidents of social workers 

dying while working or in connection with their job and collecting information about each 

worker’s death. The first step was creating a list of deaths. This was done using Google and 

searching variations of the phrase “social worker killed.” Once a general list was made for 

incidents occurring from 2010 to 2019, the search was repeated using the time range tool to view 

results one year at a time, starting with 2010 and being completed for each subsequent year 

through 2019. The results of these searches were used to form a completed list of deaths. The list 

was reviewed to ensure each worker’s death was directly connected to their job, and any deaths 

found to be unconnected were removed. Then each worker’s name was run through Google and 

the links for all relevant media articles were added to the list below the worker’s name. 

 Once the amended list was complete, a new document was created for each social 

worker. A citation and notes were written in the respective worker’s document for each source 

from the list. As a worker’s document was completed, the citations were copied into a new 

document in preparation for the References section of the paper, where they were alphabetized 

and changes were made as needed. Once all sources had been reviewed and each worker’s 

document was complete, the first section of the paper was written. Trends were noted and 

academic databases were searched for research related to social worker safety. 

Recommendations that had been found in the media sources were evaluated in relation to the 

trends. The safety section was written to connect these suggestions to how they could improve 

worker safety. 

 There were various obstacles to writing this paper. The search process was time-

consuming, as each year and each worker’s name had to be searched and thousands of results 
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had to be viewed. If only a small number of relevant results appeared when searching the 

worker’s name, additional searches had to be conducted using modified search terms that 

included the state where the worker lived, the year the murder occurred, the way the worker was 

killed, or the name of the client who killed them. Search results were viewed by title and then 

reviewed in more detail if they appeared to be connected to the murder. When using a search 

term that returned relevant results, the first seven pages of search results were viewed. As long as 

there were not two or more relevant results on the seventh page, the search ended at that time. 

 Once the list of sources was complete, the next challenge was finding a way to take notes 

that would assist with proper citation when writing the paper. The first thought was to take notes 

on paper, but the numerous pages that would require would be difficult to keep organized and 

transport, as I worked on my thesis during my lunch break as well as in my free time at home. 

Much of the work for this thesis was completed at the same time that I was completing my 

practicum. For my practicum, I worked an average of 37.5 hours at a DCS office. However, there 

was often a need to work over and then adjust my schedule to balance out the overtime hours for 

the week, making it difficult to set a work schedule. Additionally, the serious nature of this thesis 

could, at times, be somewhat overwhelming. Time spent reading sources could drag on if sources 

were repetitive or if they were very detailed and required more extensive notetaking. Six 

incidents of death were included in this thesis, but other incidents were reviewed in detail. 

Originally, the thesis was intended to incorporate serious injuries workers suffered on the job as 

well. This made for a substantial list of sources to review that detailed how I, as a future social 

worker, could possibly be harmed or killed by a client. 

 Learning about risks that social workers face in a hypothetical situation is much easier to 

grasp than the details of how a social worker was killed or maimed by a client. I am pursuing a 
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career in child welfare, and it is easy to imagine elements of each murder in this thesis happening 

to me or a coworker. A client’s dislike may be enough for them to threaten or become violent 

towards their social worker. Adding in concerns such as substance use or untreated mental health 

conditions can increase the likelihood of a client attacking a social worker, and I observed both 

to be significant issues during my practicum. However, learning about what can and has 

happened to social workers has helped me to plan for my safety. Seeing the risks that some 

workers have taken and the ways these risks can be addressed helps me to preventatively address 

risks during practicum and plan to address them in the future. 

 I would not say that my view on social workers has been changed by this project, but 

some key points have been driven home. Social work is strengths-based and highly focused on 

the needs and safety of the client. When you constantly work to find strengths and positive 

qualities in people, it is possible to neglect their negative characteristics or their dangerous 

behaviors. Additionally, it can be challenging to keep your safety at the forefront of your mind if 

you are concerned about someone else’s safety or wellbeing. Self-care is highly emphasized 

among social workers to help balance one’s needs with the needs of their clients. However, client 

needs often align with employers’ expectations, and social workers want to keep their jobs as 

much as anyone else. Between natural concern for a client and employer pressure to address the 

client’s needs, it is almost counterintuitive to hold back for your own safety. It is easy to balance 

yourself and a client in a hypothetical situation, but real situations are much more complex than 

any hypothetical scenario can be. 
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Death of Social Workers: 

Trends from the Last Decade and Recommendations for the Future 

 This thesis will review incidents of social workers dying in connection with their jobs. 

Some of these incidents occurred while workers were on the clock and others occurred when 

workers were off duty but are connected to their job. This thesis looks back on the last decade, 

reviewing incidents from 2010 through 2019. Using news media and academic sources, this 

paper will examine trends related to these incidents. Based on this research, policy suggestions 

are made to improve the safety of future social workers in all fields. Social work encompasses 

person-focused aid and care in virtually any area of life in which people may be facing 

challenges or experiencing catastrophe, including medical care, child and family welfare, and 

mental health professions. Social work is not limited to any particular setting, and workers are 

often in clients’ homes or locations of the client’s choosing rather than an in a traditional office. 

This means that social workers are frequently working in unfamiliar settings with people who are 

experiencing physical and/or emotional distress. Additional factors that contribute to a lack of 

safety for the social worker include weapons or dangerous animals being present, clients 

experiencing high levels of anger or defensiveness towards the social worker, and some 

dangerous behaviors caused by mental illnesses. 

Incidents of Death 

Lieutenant Colonel David Cabrera 

 When considering what a social worker does, one often thinks of child protective services 

or working with individuals with disabilities or mental illness, and these areas are well 

represented in this thesis. One certainly does not think of military personal serving overseas. Yet 

that is exactly what Army Lieutenant Colonel David Cabrera was doing when he was killed. 
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Cabrera had a difficult childhood, living with various relatives after his parents’ divorce. He 

eventually moved in with Robert Cabrera, a friend of his mother’s, who he lived with from 

approximately 11 years old until he went to college. The lieutenant colonel learned to use humor 

instead of his fists while living with Robert and changed his last name to Cabrera before going to 

college, where he studied psychology (Sheeler, 2012). After graduation, Cabrera earned his 

Masters of Social Work and became a Licensed Clinical Social Worker (GWright, 2012). 

Cabrera went on to earn his Ph.D. in social work, as well (Wise, 2011).  

He enlisted in the Army two years after completing his MSW. He enjoyed the 

opportunities to learn about and experience other cultures, and he ultimately served in Bosnia, 

Croatia, Germany, Hungary, and Iraq. Cabrera enlisted as a member of the Army Medical 

Service Corp as a social worker. He had domestic and overseas opportunities to practice social 

work through the Army. In 2006, he completed a pediatric fellowship through Walter Reed 

Army Medical Center, providing counseling to children. Cabrera spent years studying post-

traumatic stress disorder and publishing research on its impacts on soldiers and their families 

(Sheeler, 2012). His research focused on both active and retired military personnel and their 

families (GWright, 2011). Before his most recent deployment, Cabrera was an Assistant 

Professor and the Director of Social Work in the Department of Family Medicine at the 

Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences. There, Cabrera had the opportunity to 

continue his research, see patients, teach medical students, and assist with the school’s field 

training exercises (Sheeler, 2012; Wise, 2011). Cabrera did not hold that position for long, 

beginning it in February of 2010 and leaving it when he deployed in September of 2011. Cabrera 

was promoted from Major to Lieutenant Colonel on September 1 and deployed on September 30, 

2011, on a voluntary deployment (Willis & Frager, 2016). 
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Cabrera did not take his deployment lightly or volunteer for it without consulting his 

family. Cabrera left behind his wife, August, their two sons, and two children from a previous 

marriage. He had discussed the deployment with August, feeling that he needed to go but 

knowing the risks of doing so. They made a plan in case Cabrera would die while on 

deployment. Their plan included their friend and Cabrera’s coworker Master Sergeant Jackie 

Johanning being part of the notification detail so that August would have a friend with her when 

she learned of his passing. Master Sgt. Johanning’s husband was to take the children with him so 

they would not see August’s raw reaction to the news. They successfully executed this plan after 

Cabrera was killed by a suicide bomber in October of 2011 (Sheeler, 2012). 

Cabrera was unconventional by both civilian and military standards. His job was far 

outside the traditional range when he was overseas, and he worked directly with soldiers of all 

ranks on a personal level. No matter where he worked, Cabrera strove to relate to his clients. 

When Master Sgt. Johanning met him, she was picking him up from a deployment flight. She 

recalls Cabrera as being surprisingly upbeat and unaffected by the various travel delays he had 

encountered. She helped him find a spot to pitch his tent and set up his cot, which he then used to 

store the belongings of some of the soldiers who had travelled with him and were unable to find 

such a space. That night, Cabrera slept with the soldiers under the stars. This unorthodox way of 

relating to his clients and his tactful use of humor made him immensely popular with officers and 

enlisted service members, difficult groups to bridge. For Cabrera, deployment always looked like 

on-the-ground mental health care for U.S. service members, and his last deployment had him 

travelling a three-site-circuit. He would stay at a base for the day and meet with service members 

to address mental health concerns they were experiencing as a result of their deployment and 

being in combat. Cabrera would meet with soldiers late into the evening before leaving early in 
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the morning to travel to the next base and see clients there. He was killed travelling between two 

of those sites (Sheeler, 2012). 

Cabrera’s death hit several people hard. His family, of course, was left struggling with his 

loss. For all of their planning, Cabrera and August had never discussed how to talk to their 

children if he was killed. August was left to figure that out while battling her own grief. Cabrera 

also left several clients behind, some of whom had seen him just the day before for help coping 

with the challenges of combat (Sheeler, 2012). Then there were his coworkers, who relied on 

him in much the same way their clients rely on them. In Martin’s (2012) interview, Sheeler states 

that a major reason he covered Cabrera’s death was because it helped him recognize the lack of 

support mental health professionals face and how military mental health professionals experience 

that on a different level. Cabrera’s long-time colleague Lieutenant Colonel Jeff Yarvis began 

having nightmares after Cabrera’s funeral, much as a person suffering from PTSD would. Yarvis 

fought that battle without one of his closest friends and one of the only people he could turn to 

for professional help and support (Martin, 2012). Cabrera, like many social workers, had touched 

many lives and his death left a hole in them that he was no longer able to help fill. The lieutenant 

colonel was an outlier by most accounts, and the richness of his life was documented more 

clearly than many of the other social workers who were killed during this decade. 

Lara Sobel 

 When forming expectations for this thesis, you likely thought of Lara Sobel, though not 

necessarily name. Her murder received, by far, the most coverage of any in this paper. Sobel’s 

death was recognized in at least 13 national news pieces, 16 local news pieces, and on five 

international news platforms. She was, much as you may have expected, a child welfare worker 

for the state of Vermont, killed by an angry parent. Sobel was leaving her office in August of 
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2015 when Jody Herring shot and killed her. Sobel had removed Herring’s daughter a few 

months prior. Headlines widely emphasize Herring’s reaction to the shooting, which is described 

as laughing and calm (Donoghue et al., 2015). 

 Herring shot Sobel twice with a hunting rifle before being disarmed and restrained by 

several witnesses near the courthouse where her hearings and trial were later held. These 

witnesses included Scott Williams, the State’s Attorney for Washington County, who is widely 

credited with getting the gun away from Herring. Because of Williams’s role as a witness, the 

Vermont Attorney General’s office handled the legal process that would ensue (Donoghue et al., 

2015). Herring was initially charged with homicide for Sobel’s death (O’Connor & McNeal, 

2015). Earlier the same day, Herring had killed her aunt and two of her cousins, all of who she 

believed were involved with getting the Department for Children and Families (DCF) involved 

in her life and eventually having her daughter taken from her custody. Herring initially faced a 

charge of aggravated murder for each relative she killed (Rathke, 2017). The relatives’ bodies 

were not found until after Herring was in custody for Sobel’s murder, when she asked police, 

“Did you find the other three yet?” (CBS, 2015). Herring ultimately took a plea deal in 2017 that 

charged her with three counts of second-degree murder and a 20-year sentence for each charge 

and took the death penalty off the table for the first-degree murder charge she faced. Sentencing 

for the first-degree charge was left up to the judge, who sentenced Herring to life without the 

possibility of parole (Rathke, 2017). Herring appealed this sentence in 2018, and her sentence 

was maintained as proportionate to her crimes (Bradley, 2018; French, 2019). 

 Sobel left behind her husband, their two daughters, a sister, and her parents (Destefano, 

2015). Her funeral was widely attended and her death drew comments from the governor and 

Senator Bernie Sanders (Holley, 2015). Yet for all of the love people held for Sobel and all of the 



9 

 

coverage her death received, her life was not clearly portrayed. Inconsistencies include how 

many daughters Sobel had, the name of one of her daughters, and how long she worked for DCF 

(Destefano, 2015; Donoghue et al., 2015; Evans, 2015; Hewitt, 2015; Holley, 2015; Rathke, 

2017). Many sources refer to early coverage in the Burlington Free Press and offer the same 

details over and over (Associated Press, 2015; Burbank, 2016; Donoghue et al., 2015; Rathke, 

2017). Few include any opinion or supposition about what occurred, with the occasional 

exception of negative opinions about Herring. 

 Sources are similarly repetitive regarding Herring. Only two sources state that Herring 

was unable to legally purchase a gun due to her criminal history, and only one states that she 

stole the rifle she used to kill Sobel from her ex-boyfriend (CBS, 2015; Despart, 2015). The rest 

are vague and do not contain any theories about how Herring obtained the weapon, let alone 

acknowledging that she could not have done so legally. Several sources note Herring’s criminal 

history, yet it is unclear if she has been convicted on 10 or 11 of the misdemeanors she had been 

charged with over the years (Despart, 2015; NECN, 2015; Tribune Wire Reports, 2015; 

WCVB5, 2015). Herring’s history of mental illness is reported far less than her headline-

grabbing reaction to the shooting, despite being a key part of her defense. Rathke (2017) reports 

that Herring had long struggled with her mental health but stated she was not at the time of trial. 

Herring’s defense attorney alluded to a history of unspecified trauma and blamed the shooting on 

her early release from an involuntary psychiatric stay on the basis that she would not have been 

free to commit the shooting if forced to stay the full time (Rathke, 2017). Attempts at explaining 

Herring’s trauma were limited to calling two paternal aunts to testify about being sexually 

abused as children with no connection stated and claiming that the death of Herring’s father by 

suicide had greatly impacted her since it happened when she was five years old (Associated 



10 

 

Press, 2020; Ring, 2017). Overall, coverage of Sobel’s death had an unclear focus on the details 

of the shooting and Herring’s reaction, with a later hint at the shooting being related to mental 

health. 

 Burbank (2016) reported that DCF spent over $150,000 to hire additional security at their 

offices in the year following Sobel’s murder. The state of Vermont stated it intended to upgrade 

reception areas in select offices, add additional lighting to a single parking lot, and install 

cameras and lockdown or panic buttons at unspecified locations. Social workers were to be 

issued some kind of tether that plugged into the audio jack of their phones and whose removal 

would alert an unspecified call center. Sources did not say whether these changes occurred. DCF 

redid their safety policies after being cited by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration 

(OSHA). The state legislature approved millions of dollars to hire more social workers and court 

staff. Legislators passed a new law that outlaws threatening state employees and stiffens 

penalties for threats that are intended to prevent reports of child maltreatment. While these 

measures clearly address worker safety, it is difficult to tell if they are directly linked to Sobel’s 

death and how widespread their impact has been. 

Pamela Knight  

 Pamela Knight’s death is clearer cut in many ways and, despite having many similarities 

to Sobel’s, received very little coverage. Knight was attempting to confirm the location of a child 

when she suffered injuries that later led to her death. It is unclear whether Knight was trying to 

locate the child to remove them or if they had already been removed (Glanton, 2018; Jackson & 

Marx, 2017). Knight first visited the father’s house with a police escort, but no one was home. 

She then went to the paternal grandparents’ home, which was in another county and would have 

required a different police escort. Knight did not have law enforcement accompanying her when 
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she went to that home and the father answered the door. He pushed her down the stairs before 

kicking her in the head (Glanton, 2018; Thayer, 2018). Knight was in a coma for two months and 

died approximately four months after the attack (A, 2018). The father was sentenced to 21 years 

without the possibility of parole (WQAD Digital Team, 2019). 

 Knight’s death prompted discussion of improvement from the Department of Children 

and Family Services (DCFS), where she worked. DCFS stated that they were working on faster 

background checks, getting workers direct phone numbers for law enforcement, and reiterating 

the importance of having some form of backup on potentially dangerous calls. DCFS was also 

looking into panic buttons for its employees, hiring more employees to help reduce caseloads, 

revising threat-related trainings, and offering reimbursement for staff who chose to pursue self-

defense classes. DCFS also supported a bill that added protections for its employees, which was 

signed into law the same year (WIFR Newsroom, 2018).  

Theresa Hunt 

 Theresa Hunt worked with clients with mental illness. She was accompanying a client to 

a doctor’s appointment at the wellness center on the Mercy-Fitzgerald Hospital’s campus when 

things took a deadly turn. The client, Richard Plotts, was heard having a loud argument in the 

exam room with Hunt and his doctor, Lee Silverman. Another employee heard the argument and 

opened the door to the exam room, then closed it and called 911 after seeing Plotts’s gun. Plotts 

shot Hunt twice in the head, killing her instantly. He then shot at Silverman, who returned fire 

with his own weapon. Silverman shot Plotts three times in the abdomen before other staff 

members subdued Plotts and were able to take his gun. Silverman suffered a graze to the head 

and a hand injury (“Doctor,” 2014; Lattanzio, 2014; Rose, 2015b). 
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 Plotts had previously argued with staff at the wellness center over signs stating no 

weapons were allowed in the building. It is unclear if the argument in the exam room was 

originally about the weapons policy or if it started over something else. Additionally, it was 

unknown if Plotts planned the shooting due to his frustration with the wellness center or because 

of what his defense attorney called “paranoid delusions” that were caused by his mental illness 

(“Man held,” 2014; Rose, 2015b). Plotts had attempted suicide multiple times in the last two 

decades and believed that he could not trust anyone because everyone was out to get him. Rose 

(2015b) hypothesizes that Plotts may have hoped to die during the shooting. He was found to 

have over 30 additional bullets in his pockets, leading authorities to conclude that he had hoped 

to shoot several people in the center. Plotts had previous weapon-related charges and had 

inconsistently seen Silverman for mental health treatment several times in the past 20 years 

(“Doctor,” 2014). 

 Silverman kept the gun he used to shoot Plotts in his desk drawer (Rose, 2015a). He had 

a license for the gun and a concealed carry permit. Hospital policy states that only on-duty law 

enforcement officers are allowed to carry weapons on the hospital’s campus, and the hospital 

declined to state if Silverman had special permission to keep a weapon in his office (“Man held,” 

2014). The district attorney believed that Silverman’s use of his personal weapon prevented 

Plotts from going on a killing spree (“Doctor,” 2014). No sources mention Silverman facing any 

kind of charges related to the shooting or changes being made to the hospital’s policies or 

security systems. 

 It is unclear if Hunt knew that Silverman carried a gun, but it is unlikely that it would 

have affected her behavior. Family members say that Hunt was relatively fearless, laughing off 

their suggestion that she carry mace and appearing unbothered when a coworker had a 
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screwdriver forced into their ear by a client. Hunt never married and lived alone after she left her 

family’s farm. She considered her clients to fill the role of children in her life and would go out 

of her way to serve them, sometimes providing them with monetary assistance from her own 

paycheck. Several past clients attended Hunt’s funeral and spoke about how she had helped them 

(McCrystal, 2014). Plotts continued to receive help after Hunt’s passing in the form of consistent 

mental health care and regularly administered medication. He was considered to improve greatly 

over the life of his murder case (Rose, 2015b). 

 Plotts attempted to plead guilty as his pretrial conference, where his defense attorney was 

able to get a psychological evaluation court-ordered as a prerequisite for his trial. Plotts was 

facing charges of first- and third-degree murder, criminal homicide, and possessing an 

instrument of crime (Rose, 2015a). Plotts’s defense attorney believed that Plotts was facing the 

possibility of a life sentence for the first-degree murder charge and an additional 30 years for the 

charges of attempted murder and illegal possession of a firearm (Rose, 2015b). Plotts was 

eventually sentenced to life in prison for the murder charge and 10-30 years for the other two 

charges. His psychological evaluation found him to suffer from schizoaffective disorder and to 

have planned to kill both Hunt and Silverman due to paranoia (McCrystal, 2015). 

Stephanie Ross 

 Stephanie Ross also worked with mentally ill clients. Integra, the company she worked 

for, stated their mission was to use a “collaborative and comprehensive approach to managing 

the needs’ of an insurance company’s ‘most costly and complex members’” and identified their 

clients has having chronic, not mental, illnesses (Kennedy & Lush, 2012). Ross had a high 

caseload of approximately 35 clients and was expected to go to their homes make sure they took 

their medications and received the treatments needed to keep them from being hospitalized. She 
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had previously seen Lucious Smith, the client who killed her, a handful of times at his apartment 

and had submitted a recommendation to her supervisor that he not be seen alone. Ross had been 

with Integra for roughly three months and her calendar showed her completing only eight hours 

of training, whereas Integra states that they require employees to complete 40 hours of training 

before being allowed to work alone (Times Staff Writer, 2014). 

 Smith had a substantial criminal history, including spending time in prison for aggravated 

battery and being taken into custody under the Baker Act for being perceived as a danger to 

himself or others. His neighbors found him to be argumentative and police had received between 

50 and 60 calls about him over the six years leading up to Ross’s death (Crimesider Staff, 2012; 

Times Staff Writer, 2012). A lawsuit by Ross’s family alleged that Smith had threatened 

employees of other companies while they were in his home, threatening to rape one employee 

and blocking another in his apartment with furniture and telling them that he “‘wasn’t a liar or 

thief but he wasn’t afraid to kill’ (Pickett, 2016).” The family had seen Smith’s medical records 

during a previous lawsuit and stated that they show clear signs of Smith’s mental health 

deteriorating. Smith allegedly stopped taking his medication over a year before he killed Ross 

and had frequent, violent outbursts in the month leading up the murder. Smith holds the 

comorbid diagnoses of antisocial personality disorder and schizophrenia, which were established 

before he came into contact with Ross (Pickett, 2016). He was deemed not competent to stand 

trial (Times Staff Writer, 2014). 

 Despite having expressed her belief that providers should not meet with Smith alone, 

Ross went to his home unaccompanied the day of the murder. Integra permitted its employees to 

take a coworker or a provider from another company with them if they felt they needed backup. 

The policy on this is to make phone contact with the other person beforehand and, if needed, 
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meet them at the client’s location. It is posed as a possibility that Ross had done this to find a 

second person to go with her and had expected someone to meet her at Smith’s apartment (Times 

Staff Writer, 2012). The Associated Press (2012) notes that this is not always an affordable 

option, nor is having a police escort to see potentially dangerous clients. OSHA fined Integra 

$10,500 “for not providing a place of employment free from hazards likely to cause death and 

for failing to report a workplace fatality,” which Integra contested (Times Staff Writer, 2014). 

 Ross was seeing Smith to review his Medicaid benefits the day he chased her down the 

street with a knife. A neighbor heard Ross yell for help as she ran down the street. Thinking her 

dog had attacked someone, the neighbor went to see what was going on and saw Smith stab Ross 

repeatedly. The police arrived quickly and, seeing Smith sitting outside his apartment, 

immediately assumed he was involved (Kennedy & Lush, 2012). It is unclear if there was visual 

evidence linking Smith to the crime, such as blood on his clothes, or if he was being profiled 

based off of his criminal and complaint history. Ross suffered stab wounds all over the top half 

of her body and died within an hour and a half of the attack (Times Staff Writer, 2012). Her 

family now runs a foundation in her name that supports nonprofits and awards scholarships. 

Integra settled the first lawsuit with Ross’s family in 2014 and was not named in the second 

lawsuit, which was filed in 2016 (Pickett, 2016). 

Stephanie Moulton 

 Stephanie Moulton’s death occurred early in the decade and drives home every element 

of this thesis. Moulton was working in a group home that focused on independent living for 

adults with mental illnesses and disabilities. She, like Ross, was new to the job and left alone 

with a client with a severe mental illness. She was engaged and thinking about going back to 

school for nursing. Moulton had worked for the North Suffolk Mental Health Association 
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(NSMHA) for less than a year when she was left at the group home alone with Deshawn 

Chappell to wait for another employee to provide transportation to an appointment. Chappell has 

schizophrenia with auditory hallucinations, and his family expressed concerns that he may not 

have been taking his medication days before he killed Moulton (Johnson & Ellement, 2013). 

Chappell was previously arrested five times for assault and had only recently been transferred to 

the home Moulton worked at after getting into a fight at another NSMHA group home. His 

medication appears to have lapsed during the move, but Moulton was reportedly not aware of 

this or his criminal record. It was not uncommon to leave employees alone with residents, and no 

one suspected anything until Moulton’s coworker arrived to pick her and Chappell up. They 

found blood and saw that Moulton’s car was missing from its usual parking spot (“Fallen 

worker,” n.d.). 

 Firefighters were called to the group home, where they found a small fire and a 

significant amount of blood. The fire was reportedly set in an attempt to cover up the blood from 

the attack. Moulton’s body was discovered shortly after, dumped in a nearby church parking lot 

(Anderson & Wen, 2011; Boston 25 News, 2013). Moulton had been beaten and stabbed. Her 

throat had been slit and her pants and underwear were around her ankles (Sontag, 2011). 

Chappell had used Moulton’s car to move the body, then drove it to his grandmother’s home. 

Police state that the grandmother called them and reported Chappell’s location (Boston 25 News, 

2013). When Chappell had begun experiencing severe symptoms of schizophrenia around the 

age of 21, he asked his mother for help. She had been recognizing symptoms of her mother’s 

schizophrenia in her son but had been unable to do anything because he was an adult. He was 

admitted to a hospital, diagnosed with schizophrenia, and prescribed antipsychotics. Disliking 

the side effects of the medication, Chappell did not take it regularly until he went to his first 
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group home. His mother spoke to Moulton two days before the murder and expressed her 

concerns that Chappell had not been taking his medication, possibly for the last three months 

(Sontag, 2011). 

 Chappell was considered psychotic at the time of the initial trial and referred for a 

psychological evaluation to determine his competency before being tried. He was initially found 

not competent to stand trial and was ordered to stay at a state hospital. Approximately four 

months later, he was deemed inconsistently coherent but competent to stand trial (Sontag, 2011; 

Cook, 2011). When the evaluation was ordered at the initial trial, Moulton’s fiancé threw his hat 

at Chappell before being tackled by security. Her mother yelled, “He kills my daughter, and 

you’re roughing up my family? He sits there and pretends he’s crazy, and you come down on us? 

(“Fallen worker,” n.d.). ” Chappell was ushered out of the courtroom, and his mother quickly 

followed. She empathized with Moulton’s family on two levels, effectively losing her son and 

having recently lost her brother to murder (“Fallen worker,” n.d.). Moulton’s mother’s comment 

is out of line, especially since Moulton’s inspiration to work in mental health was the effects of 

schizophrenia on her uncle and, vicariously, her family. When all was said and done, Chappell 

was sentenced to life in prison without the possibility of parole (Sontag, 2011). 

 Moulton had been unhappy at her job for some time. Months before, another resident had 

thrown things and flipped furniture when they were unhappy with a cash allowance they were 

given. Shortly after, Moulton began taking anxiety medication and carrying a knife, which was 

found in her room, meaning she did not have it the day she was killed. Moulton had transferred 

to Chappell’s group home following the incident. Officials viewed Chappell and Moulton as 

victims of the mental health system, pointing to budget cuts and the continually decreasing 

number of beds in psychiatric hospitals. Chappell had multiple psychiatric hospitalizations 
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before entering group homes, and it is possible that hospitals had tried to discharge him to other 

hospitals that could offer continuing psychiatric care and were unable to find space for him. 

Massachusetts, where Moulton and Chappell resided, had 626 long-term care beds in the 

psychiatric hospital system at the time, and the proposed 2011 state budget would erase 25% of 

them (Sontag, 2011). 

 The Department of Mental Health had lost $60 million of its funding in the three years 

leading up to Moulton’s death, and a fourth of its case managers had been let go in the same time 

(Becker, 2011). OSHA fined NSMHA $7,000 and caused them to create new policies, including 

an employee buddy system, a client behavior log, and an alarm system (Johnson & Ellement, 

2013). OSHA had previously dismissed a complaint about inadequate staffing at NSMHA and 

how it was leading to violence and safety and health violations for staff and clients. The 

governor signed a bill requiring direct service providers receiving funding from the Executive 

Office of Health and Human Services to have crisis response and workplace violence prevention 

plans (“Fallen worker,” n.d.). Moulton’s family began advocating for Stephanie’s Law, which 

would increase safety measures for social workers and focused on getting workers wearable 

panic buttons that could be used to contact law enforcement (Becker, 2011). The 

recommendation for the panic buttons came from the Massachusetts Department of Mental 

Health’s Task Force on Staff and Client Safety, which was formed in response to Moulton’s 

death. It was a safety measure that was considered inexpensive and able to be quickly 

implemented. Stephanie’s Law ultimately did not pass, but the annual Stephanie Moulton Safety 

Symposium was signed into law as part of the state’s budget beginning in 2012. The law 

designated $100,000 to be used for the symposium, which all direct service providers employed 

by the Department of Mental Health were expected to attend. In the years since, the Stephanie 
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Moulton Safety Symposium has been opened to Department of Mental Health employees, 

clients, and stakeholders (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2020; Dalton, 2011; Roman, 2012). 

Trends and Academic Research 

 Searches including the key phrases social worker safety, social work + safety, mental 

health worker safety, mental health + worker safety, and social worker did not return accessible 

results in the following databases: APA PsychInfo, PsycARTICLES, and JSTOR. Searches on 

Google Scholar using the following key phrases did not return any accessible results: “social 

worker” physical safety, “social worker” safety, social worker safety, and mental health worker 

safety. All accessible results referred to self-care/mental health for social workers or were 

completely irrelevant. As the trends within the incidents described above pertain to physical 

safety of social workers, self-care and mental health-oriented results were deemed irrelevant. 

 The author identifies four trends within the incidents of death examined in the first 

section of this paper. (1) Four of the social workers met with clients alone. (2) Clients had what 

would explicitly be considered weapon in four of the murders. (3) In three of the situations, the 

social worker could have reasonably expected to have their safety verbally or physically 

threatened. (4) Finally, three of the workers were killed at their office or assigned work site. 

There is overlap between these trends as well as distinct differences in how they apply. The 

trends can be identified in the relevant cases using Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Trends Among Social Worker Murders  

 Worker was 

Alone 

Client Had 

Weapon 

Reasonable 

Expectation of Danger 

Worker Killed At 

Office/Work Site 

Lt. Col. David 

Cabrera 

  X  

Lara Sobel  X  X 

Pamela Knight X  X  

Theresa Hunt  X  X 

Stephanie Ross X X X  

Stephanie 

Moulton 

X X  X 

 

 It is likely that all of these workers were taken by surprise as they faced their deaths. 

Cabrera and Ross were the only ones who could have literally seen it coming, as Cabrera was 

killed by a bomber in an on-coming vehicle and Ross was chased down the street before she was 

killed. Would the other workers seeing their deaths coming have helped them survived? It seems 

unlikely, as they had to work within the financial and policy constraints of their employers. Ross, 

for example, knew that being alone with her client had previously made her uncomfortable and 

had been approved to take someone with her when seeing him. Yet a source about her murder 

expressly states that it was not guaranteed that someone would be available to go with Ross. 

Ross could not necessarily have waited for someone to accompany her. Recall her high caseload 

and the task of ensuring clients take their medications as prescribed, meaning that she had to 

schedule time to see all 35 of her clients regularly and likely had to see some on a daily basis. 

There was undoubtedly pressure to keep appointments and maintain a packed schedule while 

keeping track of changing medications, treatments, and insurance information. 

Similarly, Knight could have requested a police escort like she had when going to the 

first address she visited. There is no guarantee that a police presence would have prevented her 
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death, but it could have caused the father to think twice before attacking her or police action 

could have prevented her from being kicked in the head after she was pushed, preventing some 

or all of the brain damage she suffered. However, if Knight believed the child to be in immediate 

danger, she may not have felt that there was time to call for another escort and wait for them to 

dispatch someone. In this author’s experience, it can take 15-30 minutes for a police escort to be 

sent to accompany a child welfare worker in a small city. With the expectation that police 

provide back up on this type of call, it is unlikely that Knight considered having a coworker 

come with her. The attack happened so quickly, it is unlikely that Knight would have been able 

to use a panic button or other emergency device to call for help and that assistance would not 

have arrived quickly enough to make a difference. 

Lara Sobel was neither alone nor in a dangerous situation when she was killed. She was 

leaving her office building the same way she had for over a decade. She was walking in a 

populated area where several witnesses saw Herring shoot her. Again, an emergency alert would 

not have helped. Witnesses describe Herring as being agitated while she waited in her car, yet 

Herring was left alone until she was tackled after the shooting (CBS, 2015). This is a situation in 

which fault lies with the organization for not having security measures in place that saw Herring 

as the threat she was before she was able to cause harm. There is no guarantee that security 

cameras or personnel could have saved Sobel, but if they had caught Herring’s behavior before 

the shooting, there is nothing to say that Sobel would not still be alive, either. 

Hunt and Moulton had similar warning signs of their clients’ volatility in the form of 

previous arguments and an encounter with a coworker respectively, but those warnings were 

nowhere near the magnitude of their murders. Their coworkers would have been aware of those 

warning signs, and hopefully they had been able to discuss them with supervisory personnel 
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within their agencies. To put responsibility for their safety in their specific situations solely on 

Hunt and Moulton’s shoulders makes no sense. Employers are obligated to look out for the 

safety of their employees, and social work employers should be overly aware of this expectation. 

When working with someone with a violent history connected to their mental illness, as both 

Hunt and Moulton did, someone should be aware of that history and form a safety plan around it, 

which was sorely lacking in both cases. Social work agencies often work with people who are 

facing incredible challenges, which can cause anyone to act out, especially towards the people 

they associate with those challenges. Employers like Hunt’s and Moulton’s should have had 

plans and security measures in place to help protect everyone’s safety, including their clients. 

Plotts was equipped to kill far more than just Hunt, yet the hospital had nothing in place that kept 

him from bringing a gun to his appointment. Chappell’s medication should have been monitored, 

particularly with his family expressing concern. Warning signs must be taken seriously, both in 

individual situations and by organizations whose clients can be expected to be unpredictable. 

Suggestions for Change 

 The National Social Work Association (NASW) published safety guidelines in 2013. 

Aspects of these guidelines related to physical safety include: (1) having security measures in the 

worker/organization’s office, (2) workers having a mobile phone in case of distress, and (3) 

taking another social worker or law enforcement to situations that are expected to be or possibly 

become violent. Taking someone, either another social worker or law enforcement, addresses the 

trend of being alone with the client. Security measures at the worker’s office or assigned work 

site could have made a different in the cases of Lara Sobel, Theresa Hunt, and Stephanie 

Moulton. Security measures that were absent at the work sites/offices that could have made a 

difference in these cases include security cameras and metal detectors. Security cameras could 
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have identified agitation in all three cases and could have potentially found the weapons used in 

each case. Metal detectors would have found the weapons that killed Hunt and Moulton. Since 

Sobel was shot outside her office, a metal detector would not have prevented her death. Security 

personnel in the offices could have detected both the clients’ agitation and their weapons, both 

inside and outside the offices. However, these measures all take money, which would likely have 

to come from the organization’s own budget and would therefore limit what services could be 

offered. This is where legislatures can provide assistance by adjusting state budgets to account 

for these needs. Such adjustments would help state organizations directly and would benefit 

private organizations that have contracts with or receive grants from the state. 

 States are not adverse to making these changes, as the establishment of the Stephanie 

Moulton Safety Symposium and the hiring of more workers after Moulton and Sobel’s respective 

deaths show. These are both steps in the right direction, as was the passing of the Vermont law 

that increased penalties for threatening state employees. However, Stephanie’s Law intended to 

give social workers a tangible lifeline in the form of a wearable panic button. Such a button 

would be useful in any setting as long as the worker is able to press it before being attacked or 

killed. The panic buttons were considered inexpensive and easy to obtain, yet Stephanie’s Law 

did not pass. Moulton’s family advocated strongly for Stephanie’s Law, and there is no 

indication that they fought for a safety symposium. Therein lies one of the biggest challenges to 

increasing worker safety: getting talk to turn into action and then into tangible outcomes.  

Something that both feeds into that challenge and shows why it must be overcome is the 

fact that it impossible to have the same security measures that are effective in an office setting at 

a client’s home or working on the go. While security cameras and metal detectors could be 

implemented mobily in the form of dashboard or body cameras and metal detection wands, their 
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use in clients’ homes or other personal settings would likely impede the development of a 

healthy working relationship with the social worker. They may be viewed as invasive, and the 

detection wands would require workers to get very close to clients, which could be argued as 

increasing risk of a physical altercation, creating a situation where the client can realistically 

allege the social work was physically inappropriate, or make it difficult for the client and worker 

to have appropriate boundaries around personal space. Being escorted by police or a coworker is 

as close to security personnel as you can get in the field but is not always possible and may 

intimidate the client if used as universal measure rather than on an as-needed basis. It is arguable 

that symposiums and committees would be better utilized to address safety concerns for out of 

the office social work than for office and institutional settings to help identify mobile security 

measures. 

Some solutions can successfully span settings, such as panic buttons. After Knight’s 

death, DCFS looked into panic buttons for its workers, who spend a great deal of time in both 

office and home settings. DCFS also re-emphasized the importance of not working alone in 

dangerous situations, worked to get armed guards in its offices, revised some of its worker 

trainings, and offered reimbursement for workers who took self-defense training. There are many 

ways to address and improve worker safety, and DCFS did a good job of offering diverse 

solutions to address office and field safety. However, DCFS can only do so much. It relies on the 

state to provide a budget that pays for these safety measures, and if the budget does not provide 

enough money to cover all safety measures, DCFS is left to figure out which measures are 

necessary and which are low-impact enough to discontinue. Organizations can only require their 

employees to do so much training before it takes away from the time they spend doing their jobs. 

Some trainings cannot be mandated, like self-defense training, and reimbursement for outside 
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training may be tricky if the employer is only able to reimburse certain providers or if they 

reimburse the employee directly, which then opens the door to fraudulent reimbursement claims 

by employees. 

Employees know what will benefit them most. They must advocate for themselves. 

However, social workers often spend the bulk of their time working with and advocating for 

clients. It is difficult to ask social workers to spend as much time and energy on improving their 

own safety as they do serving their clients while continuing to balance their lives outside of 

work. Advocacy takes a great deal of time and effort and does not always pay off. While social 

workers undoubtedly care about their own safety, it is unlikely that many are able and willing to 

put in the time and energy that is required to create the widespread changes discussed here, 

especially if their employers do not join them in that work. Without support from employers and 

organizations, it is unlikely that social workers will see much change in the field or their day-to-

day safety, leaving them feeling defeated before they even start. Workers can, however, do 

things to improve their safety day-to-day that do not require widespread change. Social workers 

should have a basic safety plan for themselves. Ideas for building or revising a safety plan can be 

found in the next section. 

Worker Safety Plan 

 In 2013, the NASW published guidelines to help social workers keep themselves safe. 

These guidelines overlap with some of the author’s suggestions and the most relevant are 

discussed here. Workers should take someone with them if they anticipate a client or situation 

being potentially dangerous. This safety measure can be taken in any setting. While Theresa 

Hunt’s death illustrates that this is not always an effective deterrent, a second person provides a 

second set of senses to help anticipate danger, typically provides a second mobile phone that can 
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be used to call for help, and can prevent a client considering violence from feeling as though they 

are on an even playing field with or have the upper hand over, a single social worker. In a 

personal interview, a hospital social worker stated that she felt much safer working in a hospital 

than she had doing in-home work because she was constantly around other people and was 

always a cry away from help, even when seeing clients individually in their rooms. This social 

worker stated that she felt there were fewer safety risks in the hospital setting because the 

hospital had security measures and personnel in place (M. Hubbell, personal communication, 

November 17, 2020). 

 Workers should find out if the client has a weapon if possible. As mentioned above, 

metal detectors can be helpful in finding two of the weapons that clients are most likely to have 

access to: guns and knives. It is not always possible or practical to implement metal detectors, 

though portable metal detection wands are available. Workers can and should ask about safety 

concerns when seeing a client in an unfamiliar setting. Clients are not obligated and will not 

always be inclined to disclose safety hazards, such as guns or dangerous animals, particularly if 

they believe the presence of the safety hazard may be held against them or they do not consider it 

a hazard. Asking safety questions does not hurt anything, especially when they are basic 

questions that every client is asked. Letting clients know that safety questions are routine may 

help them to feel comfortable answering honestly and prevent them from feeling scrutinized or 

like risk factors will be automatically held against them. 

 No one, social workers included, can always tell if they are walking into a dangerous 

situation. Social workers may take the above precautions of not seeing clients alone and 

screening for or asking about safety concerns and still be in a dangerous situation. Lara Sobel’s 

death illustrates this, as she was with a coworker and exiting her office at the end of the day with 
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no expectation to see a client, let alone be attacked by one. The many safety concerns and 

unanticipated threats social workers face makes it impossible to create a single safety plan for all 

scenarios. Some places that have implemented such universal tools have found them ineffective, 

and it can be difficult to find universal tools that work correctly and are affordable. A family case 

manager supervisor at the Department of Child Services told the author that her office provides 

family case managers with lanyards that can be plugged into their phones and that send alerts 

when removed, very similar to what was suggested in the wake of Lara Sobel’s death. The 

supervisor stated that these lanyards are almost never used because the application used with 

them is very dysfunctional, and she did not indicate that anything was being done to change 

applications or otherwise improve the tool (A. Swingley, personal communication, December 1). 

The author has completed practicum work in a DCS office and has not seen any such lanyards in 

use during her time there. 

 Perhaps the best way to identify effective safety measures is to ask the social workers 

who would benefit from them. The Director of Quality Assurance at a Youth Opportunity Center 

stated that all incidents on her campus are to have an incident report written and that each report 

is reviewed to see if policies are being followed and if policies need to be changed to address a 

newly recognized type of situation. She also stated that employees can report concerns to their 

supervisor at any time or can bring them directly to the organization’s administration in quarterly 

meetings. These quarterly meetings are also when any trends the Quality Assurance Team has 

noted are addressed (J. Miller, personal communication, November 5, 2020). With the Youth 

Opportunity Center being a primarily residential campus, they have many security measures in 

place to keep track of their staff and clients and their wellbeing. Other organizations that require 

more field work, such as the Department of Child Services, cannot use the same safety measures 



28 

 

across all settings. This does not diminish the need for employee input in safety policies. If 

anything, it heightens the need for social workers’ input because they encounter a wide variety of 

uncontrolled environments. 

 Social workers are solution-oriented by nature and often know what helps them be and 

feel safe. The things that provide safety differ with individual social workers as much as they do 

with client situations. This is another reason it is important to discuss safety with social workers 

themselves and not solely allow higher level individuals to identify and implement security 

measures. Some things that social workers do to create safety are done on the individual level 

regardless of organization policy, such as asking safety questions or evaluating a location for risk 

factors. Trainings can help workers identify strategies to use to keep themselves safe, and these 

sort of strategies are often discussed in social work degree programs. However, it can be helpful 

for social workers to operationalize these strategies for themselves. Workers can write out a 

safety plan to help themselves identify specific things that they do or can start doing to keep 

themselves safe and create feelings of safety. An example plan is included in the appendix that 

workers can fill for themselves or use to create a more personalized safety plan. The safety plan 

is based off of Ignacio Pacheco’s safety plan for clients (2017). The last two items on the plan 

are not related to safety but are intended to buoy the worker’s spirits as they address a very 

serious element of their job. It is easy to become overwhelmed with worry and concern when 

creating a safety plan, so it can help for workers to remind themselves of why they do the job 

they do and what they do well in their job. These reminders can also be helpful when a worker 

references their plan when going into a potentially dangerous situation or when reviewing an 

incident where they did not feel safe. 

 



29 

 

Conclusion 

 Social work is an unpredictable field that can be dangerous and sometimes deadly. There 

are certain things that contribute to social workers being unsafe, such as seeing clients alone and 

not being prepared in situations that are anticipated to be dangerous. Some safety measures can 

be helpful across the board, but most are limited to specific settings or situations in which social 

workers can communicate their need for help in a timely fashion. There is undeniably a need for 

increased safety measures and attention to the issue of social workers’ physical safety. Workers 

can and should advocate for their own safety, but this can be an understandably overwhelming 

undertaking. Support from employers and supporting organizations is vital to creating change. 

Workers can create individual safety plans to address safety concerns now and keep themselves 

safe until widespread changes can address their concerns directly.  
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https://www.wqad.com/article/news/crime/man-accused-of-killing-illinois-social-worker-pleads-guilty/526-3dee4d5a-e0b0-4bc3-a41f-fb5309b81ba2
https://www.wqad.com/article/news/crime/man-accused-of-killing-illinois-social-worker-pleads-guilty/526-3dee4d5a-e0b0-4bc3-a41f-fb5309b81ba2
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Appendix 

Social Worker Safety Plan 

 

1. Signs of Danger/Risk 

1. _______________________________ 

2. _______________________________ 

3. _______________________________ 

 

2. Questions to Ask About Risk  

1. _______________________________ 

_______________________________ 

2. _______________________________ 

_______________________________ 

3. _______________________________ 

_______________________________ 

 

3. Ways I Can Address Risk 

1. _______________________________ 

2. _______________________________ 

3. _______________________________ 

 

4. People I Can Call if I Feel Unsafe  

1. _______________________________ 

Number: _______________________ 

2. _______________________________ 

Number: _______________________ 

3. _______________________________ 

Number: _______________________ 

 

 

5. Things I Can Do to Protect Myself 

1. _______________________________ 

2. _______________________________ 

3. _______________________________ 

 

6. Things That Help Me Feel Safe 

1. _______________________________ 

2. _______________________________ 

3. _______________________________ 

 

7. Reasons I Like My Job 

1. _______________________________ 

2. _______________________________ 

3. _______________________________ 

 

 

8. Things I Do Well 

1. _______________________________ 

2. _______________________________ 

3. _______________________________ 

 


