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Purpose. : The current study examined the role of World Trade Center (WTC) disaster exposure (hours spent
working on the site, dust cloud exposure, and losing friend/loved one) in exacerbating the effects of post-disaster
life stress on posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms and overall functioning among WTC responders.

Method. : Participants were 18,896 responders (8466 police officers and 10,430 non-traditional responders)
participating in the WTC Health Program who completed an initial examination between July, 2002 and April,
2010 and were reassessed an average of two years later.

Results. : Among police responders, therewas a significant interaction, such that the effect of post-disaster life
stress on later PTSD symptoms and overall functioning was stronger among police responders who had greater
WTC disaster exposure (β's = .029 and .054, respectively, for PTSD symptoms and overall functioning). This
moderating effectwas absent in non-traditional responders. Across both groups, post-disaster life stress also con-
sistently was related to the dependent variables in a more robust manner than WTC exposure.

Discussion. : The presentfindings suggest thatWTC exposuremay compoundpost-disaster life stress, thereby
resulting in a more chronic course of PTSD symptoms and reduced functioning among police responders.

© 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Introduction

TheWorld Trade Center (WTC) disaster, resulting from the terrorist
attacks on September 11, 2001 (9/11), has been associatedwith numer-
ous negative mental health problems for disaster response, rescue and
recovery workers (Aldrich et al., 2010; Levin et al., 2002; Luft et al.,
2012; Niles et al., 2011; Pietrzak et al., 2014). For example, responders
have been found to have elevated rates of probable posttraumatic
stress disorder (PTSD), (Berninger, Webber, Cohen, et al., 2010;
Berninger, Webber, Niles, et al., 2010; Farfel et al., 2008; Stellman et

al., 2008) depression (Chiu et al., 2011), anxiety disorders (Cukor,
Wyka, Jayasinghe, et al., 2011; Cukor, Wyka, Mello, et al., 2011;
Farach, Mennin, Smith, & Mandelbaum, 2008), and decreased overall
functioning (Farfel et al., 2008). Interestingly, the mental health
effects from the 9/11 attack and other disasters often vary by
occupational type (e.g., Norris et al., 2002; Perrin et al., 2007;
Wisnivesky et al., 2011). Specifically, police have reported fewermental
health problems and stressful life events in the face of moreWTC expo-
sure compared to non-traditional responders (e.g., construction
workers), which may be attributable to such factors as financial re-
sources (e.g., pensions, health insurance), professional training in disas-
ter response among police officers, as well as occupational and social
stigma for reporting psychiatric problems (Luft et al., 2012; Perrin et
al., 2007).
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Irrespective of occupational status, empirical evidence suggests that
the extent to which one was exposed to the WTC disaster, which in-
cludes such factors as spending long hours at the disaster site, being ex-
posed to the dust cloud, or losing friend/loved one in the disaster, is
associated with the onset, and to a lesser extent persistence, of mental
health symptoms (Brackbill et al., 2009; Chiu et al., 2011; Luft et al.,
2012; Perlman et al., 2011; Perrin et al., 2007; Pietrzak et al., 2014).
Yet, it remains unclear what post-disaster factors may further com-
pound the effects of WTC exposures in terms of the continuing
PTSD symptoms and overall functioning. A wide variety of variables,
including coping skills, personality traits, degree of social support,
cognitive styles, and sociodemographic factors, have been linked to
persistence of post-disaster mental health symptoms in general, as
well as from the WTC disaster, more specifically (Berninger, Webber,
Cohen, et al., 2010; Berninger, Webber, Niles, et al., 2010; Brewin,
Andrews, & Valentine, 2000; Farfel et al., 2008; Norris, Murphy, Baker,
& Perilla, 2004; Stellman et al., 2008). For example, stressful life events,
such as job loss and relationship problems in the period following a di-
saster have consistently been found to be related to more severe and
chronic course of psychological distress, including PTSD (Brewin et al.,
2000; Kessler, Mclaughlin, Koenen, Petukhova, & Hill, 2012;
Luszczynska, Benight, & Cieslak, 2009; Pietrzak, Van Ness, Fried, Galea,
& Norris, 2013; Appleyard, Egeland, Dulmen, & Alan Sroufe, 2005;
Galea et al., 2002; Green, Grace, Lindy, Gleser, & Leonard, 1990).

According to stress sensitization theories of psychopathology, prior
exposure to extreme stressors may lead to increased responsiveness
to subsequent stressors (Hammen, Henry, & Daley, 2000; Post &
Weiss, 1998). This perspective is thought to be driven by sensitiza-
tion, a non-associative learning process, in which repeated adminis-
trations of an aversive stimulus produce progressive amplification of
a response (Hammen et al., 2000; Post &Weiss, 1998). Drawing from
such theory and empirical work, it is possible that people most ex-
posed to disaster may become particularly vulnerable to effects of
post-disaster life events on mental health. That is, post-disaster
stressful life events may be more strongly related to posttraumatic
stress symptoms and overall functioning among WTC responders
most exposed to the disaster. To date, however, this type of interplay
between WTC disaster exposure and post-disaster stressful life events
has yet to be directly empirically explored among police and non-
traditional WTC responders.

To address this gap in the literature, the current study examined the
role of WTC disaster exposure (hours spent working on the site, dust
cloud exposure, and losing friend/loved one) in exacerbating the effects
of post-disaster life stress on mental health. Specifically, we examined
changes in posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms and overall
functioning among WTC responders over two years. We hypothesized
that WTC disaster exposure would moderate the effect of post-disaster
life stress, such that WTC responders with more post-disaster stressful
life events and higher WTC exposure would experience greater decre-
ments in mental health over time compared to WTC responders with
many post-disaster stressful life events but lower WTC exposure. More-
over, consistent with stress sensitization theories (Hammen et al.,
2000), we expected that this moderating effect would be evident most
strongly for police responders because they had greater initialWTC disas-
ter exposure (Zvolensky et al., 2015) and this prior exposure should the-
oretically be associated with increased responsiveness to subsequent
stress.

Method

Participants

Participants (n = 18,896, 85.8% male; 86.4% Caucasian; M age = 39.5,
SD = 8.8) were law enforcement (mostly police; n = 8,466; 44.8%) and
non-professional (construction, maintenance, and transportation workers,
electricians, clergy, etc.; n = 10,430; 55.2%) WTC disaster responders. Data
were obtained from the WTC Health Program (WTC-HP), a consortium of five

Centers for Disease Control (CDC) NIOSH-funded clinical programs in New
York and New Jersey that provide annual monitoring and treatment service to
WTC responders (Herbert et al., 2006; Luft et al., 2012). The WTC-HP provides
yearly health monitoring and treats WTC-related conditions of responders
with documented involvement in the WTC clean-up and recovery efforts, ex-
cept for New York City firefighters as they are enrolled in a parallel program
(Prezant, 2008). Written informed consent is obtained. The study receives an-
nual approval by the Institutional Review Boards at all participating sites. Al-
though participation in research is optional as part of WTC-HP, more than 90%
of responders consent for their de-identified monitoring data to be used for re-
search purposes.

The WTC-HP began in July 2002 and enrollment remains open. The ascer-
tainment period for the current study was 7/2002–7/2010, and therefore, par-
ticipants retrospectively reported on their experiences in relation to 9/11.
During that period, 26,965 responders enrolled in the program and completed
monitoring visit 1 (V1), and 18,896 (70.1%) completed a second monitoring
visit (V2); this group who completed both V1 and V2 assessments is the focus
of the current study. The participants without V2 data were similar to the
analysis cohort on posttraumatic stress, functioning, demographics, and WTC
exposures. The only difference between the cohorts was that the excluded
group enrolled about a year later; consequently, V2 was not completed.

Assessments

WTC exposure was assessed at the initial visit via clinical interview, includ-
ing (a) hours spent working at the disaster site, (b) whether one worked in the
dust cloud on 9/11, and (c) whether one lost a co-worker, friend, or a relative in
the disaster. These three exposures were specifically examined as they pre-
viously were found to have the most reliable links to health problems in re-
sponders (Webber et al., 2011; Wheeler et al., 2007). A dichotomous
variable was coded based on WTC hours worked into high exposure
(≥75th percentile = 1) and low exposure (b75th percentile = 0) as in pre-
vious papers (Luft et al., 2012). Similarly, a dichotomous variable was used
to indicate whether a responder worked in the dust cloud on 9/11 and
whether a responder lost friends/loved ones from the disaster — (coded
1 = yes or coded 0 = no). The three WTC exposure variables were summed
to form a composite ‘exposure’ variable, wherein higher scores (possible
range 0–3) indicate greater WTC disaster exposure.

A checklist of 12 stressful life events from the Disaster Supplement of the
Diagnostic Interview Schedule (Robins & Smith, 1983) was used to assess life
stress at V2. Illustrative examples of such stressful life events include job loss,
layoff, or substantial loss of income, serious illness, and changing residences.
Participants indicated whether an event occurred since the first visit
(i.e., between V1 and V2). The responses were summed to create a post-
disaster life stress composite score (range: 0–12).

The Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) Checklist (PCL) is a 17-item self-
report measure used to assess WTC-related posttraumatic stress symptom se-
verity, per the diagnostic criteria defined by theDiagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders — Fourth Edition (DSM-IV) (Blanchard, Jones-Alexander,
Buckley, & Forneris, 1996). Symptoms are assessed in the pastmonth “in relation
to 9/11”, and severity is rated on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely); pos-
sible scores range from 17–85. The PCL has good convergent validity and inter-
nal consistency in previous work (Wilkins, Lang, & Norman, 2011); in the
present sample, the internal consistency of the total score was excellent (α =
0.95).

The Sheehan Disability Scale (SDS) is a brief self-report measure that
assesses overall functioning (Sheehan, 1983). The measure has been used in
many contexts and extensively validated in past work (Sheehan & Sheehan,
2008). Participants rated on an 11-point Likert-type scale (0 = not at all to
10 = extremely) how much their emotional symptoms disrupted their lives in
the past monthwith regard to work/school, social life, and family/home life. Con-
sistent with established practice (Sheehan & Sheehan, 2008), the responses were
averaged to form a single composite (overall functioning); internal consistency of
SDS items in the present sample was excellent (α= 0.92).

Data analysis

Comparisons of police and non-traditional responders were performed
using chi-square tests. Police and non-traditional responders differ in pre-
disaster training and on study variables (Kotov et al., 2015; Luft et al., 2012;
Pietrzak et al., 2014); therefore, analyses were stratified by occupational
group (police versus non-traditional responders). Four hierarchical multiple
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