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There are a variety of occupations in which employees may be exposed to
secondary traumatization (ST) because they are required to assist individuals exposed to
traumatic events and who are experiencing high levels of distress. The aim of this study is
to examine the relationship between type and level of exposure to ST and symptoms of
PTSD and depression in employees of medical examiner (ME) offices. ME offices are
responsible for the determination of the cause and manner of death and the identification
of victims. Employees working in ME offices vary in the types and frequency of
exposure to potentially traumatic events (Brondolo, Wellington, Brondolo, Brondolo, &
Delahanty, 2012).

Participants included 236 employees of ME offices in 6 states (151 women).
The sample included 35 pathologists, 61 medico-legal death investigators, 40 autopsy
technicians, 15 managers, 39 clerical workers, and 29 laboratory or research workers and
17 other employees. We examined rates of exposure to 9 categories of events: infant
accidental death, infant homicide, child homicide, multiple fatality events affecting the
same family, other multiple fatality events, death of an individual known to the
participant, death of an individual in custody, deaths in which the remains reveal the
victim was suffering, dismembered remains, and fire-damaged remains. Controlling for
age, gender and education level, the frequency of encountering 7 of the 9 types of
incidents were significantly associated with scores on the Post-traumatic Stress Disorders
Diagnostic (PSD) scale(rs range from .16 (child homicide) to .27 (accidental
dismemberment), all ps < .05). There were significant relationships between the
frequency of exposure to ST and PSD scores for most personnel categories, but the type
of incident varied. The results suggest that the frequency of exposure is a significant risk
factor for the development of PSD symptoms in employees exposed to secondary trauma.
Additional training and workload analyses may be needed to reduce the risks.
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