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Abstract

Background: The Great East Japan Earthquake of March 11, 2001 left around 20,000 dead or missing. Previous studies
showed that rescue workers, as well as survivors, of disasters are at high risk for posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). This
study examined the predictive usefulness of the Peritraumatic Distress Inventory (PDI) among rescue workers of Disaster
Medical Assistance Teams (DMATs) deployed during the acute disaster phase of the Great East Japan Earthquake.

Methodology/Principal Findings: In this prospective observational study, the DMAT members recruited were assessed 1
month after the earthquake on the PDI and 4 months after the earthquake on the Impact of Event Scale-Revised to
determine PTSD symptoms. The predictive value of the PDI at initial assessment for PTSD symptoms at the follow-up
assessment was examined by univariate and multiple linear regression analysis. Of the 254 rescue workers who participated
in the initial assessment, 173 completed the follow-up assessment. Univariate regression analysis revealed that PDI total
score and most individual item scores predicted PTSD symptoms. In particular, high predictive values were seen for
peritraumatic emotional distress such as losing control of emotions and being ashamed of emotional reactions. In multiple
linear regression analysis, PDI total score was an independent predictor for PTSD symptoms after adjusting for covariates. As
for covariates specifically, watching earthquake television news reports for more than 4 hours per day predicted PTSD
symptoms.

Conclusions/Significance: The PDI predicted PTSD symptoms in rescue workers after the Great East Japan Earthquake.
Peritraumatic emotional distress appears to be an important factor to screen for individuals at risk for developing PTSD
among medical rescue workers. In addition, watching television for extended period of time might require attention at a
time of crisis.
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Introduction (DMATS), established by the Ministry of Health, Labour and
Welfare of Japan, were dispatched to the disaster area. Previous
studies have shown that rescue workers, as well as survivors, are at
risk for developing mental disorders. For instance, 13.5% of
medical care personnel sent to assist trauma victims of an airline

The Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami that occurred
on March 11, 2011 devastated the northeastern coast of Japan,
and left about 20,000 dead or missing. Rescue workers belonging
to the national network of Disaster Medical Assistance Teams
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crash developed posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) within 18
months [1]. Similarly, 16.7% of rescue workers deployed to the
site of the September 11 terrorist attack in New York developed
PTSD and 21.7% developed depression at 13 months [2]. PTSD
can be associated not only with higher psychiatric comorbidity and
physical illnesses [3], but also high healthcare costs [4]. Given that
rescue workers will return to their workplaces in various regions
after providing disaster relief efforts, it is very difficult for
psychiatric professionals to conduct interviews with all of them,
and therefore an appropriate screening tool for PTSD is needed in
order for effective secondary preventive strategies to be provided
to individuals at high risk.

In the pathogenesis of PT'SD, fear memory becomes excessively
consolidated [5] and is thought to be enhanced by peritraumatic
distress, the psychological distress experienced at the time of and
immediately after trauma. Peritraumatic distress is also thought to
sensitize the neurobiological system [6]. A meta-analysis showed
that peritraumatic distress is one of the strongest predictors for
PTSD [7], and the Peritraumatic Distress Inventory (PDI), a scale
for assesing peritraumatic distress, has been shown to be a
predictor for PTSD in accident survivors [8]. However, it remains
to be proven whether the PDI score in the immediate aftermath of
a disaster can predict for PT'SD in rescue workers. To this end, this
study examined the predictive usefulness of the PDI among
DMAT members who were deployed during the acute disaster
response phase of the Great East Japan Earthquake.

Methods

Participants

DMATs are dispatched as mobile, specialized medical teams
that provide medical aid during the acute phase of a large-scale
disaster (i.e. within around 48 hours). Following the Great East
Japan Earthquake, DMAT activities commenced on the same day
and concluded 11 days later on March 22. DMAT members
(physicians, nurses, and operational coordination staff) deployed to
the disaster area who were recruited to this study met the following
inclusion criteria: 1) aged 18 years or older; 2) a native Japanese
speaker or non-native speaker with Japanese conversational
abilities; and 3) physically and psychologically capable of
understanding and providing consent for study participation.

Procedure

This study was conducted as part of the study named
“Attenuating posttraumatic distress with omega-3 polyunsaturated
fatty acids among disaster medical assistance team members after
the Great East Japan Earthquake (APOP)”. The detailed study
procedures have been reported elsewhere [9]. Briefly, a written
guide to the APOP study was posted to the Emergency Medical
Information System website by the DMAT office, and affiliated
hospitals with DMAT members were notified of the posting by
their local municipalities. All study documents were then mailed to
DMAT members who had been deployed to the disaster area.
Participants returned written informed consent forms to the
DMAT office by fax or email. Participants in any separate trial
were excluded in the present observational study.

In the baseline assessment conducted at 1 month after the
earthquake, which has been reported in detail elsewhere [9],
participants were surveyed about the following variables that were
identified in previous research to be risk factors for PTSD [1,10]:
period of deployment, stress prior to deployment, injury during
deployment, experience of saving a child during deployment,
experience of contact with corpses, concern over radiation, and
duration of time spent watching earthquake television (T'V) news
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reports. The PDI, which was included in the mailed study
documents, was completed at this time. The instrument is a 13-
item self-report questionnaire measuring distress experienced
during and immediately after a critical incident (total score range,
0-52) [11]. The response format is a five-point Likert scale that
ranges from 0 to 4 (0 =not at all, 1=slightly true, 2 =somewhat
true, 3 =very true and 4 = extremely true). It typically takes just
several minutes to complete all items. The Japanese version that
we developed in cooperation with the original developers has been
demonstrated to have good internal consistency, concurrent
validity, and test-retest reliability [12]. A series of activities such
as seeing frightful spectacle and listening to traumatized people
were selected as a critical incident in the present study.

The primary outcome was total score on the Impact of Event
Scale-Revised (IES-R) at 4 months after the earthquake. The IES-
R is a self-reporting questionnaire about PTSD symptoms
comprised of 22 items on the three most common symptoms in
the diagnostic criteria of PT'SD, namely re-experiencing, avoid-
ance, and hyperarousal. It is the most widely used measure
internationally in all forms of disaster-area research [13].
Respondents rate symptoms experienced in the previous week.
The validity and reliability of the Japanese version of the IES-R
has been confirmed [14].

Ethics

The study protects the rights and welfare of participants in the
spirit of ethical guidelines outlined under the Declaration of
Helsinki, and further respects the ethical principles of the Ministry
of Health, Labour, and Welfare of Japan. The study was approved
by the Ethics Committee of the NDMC on April 1, 2011.
Individual participants in this study provided written informed
consent.

Statistical analysis

Univariate regression analysis was used to examine the
relationship of PDI total score and of PDI individual item scores
with posttraumatic stress symptoms. In a model for determining
the predictive value of PDI, multiple linear regression analysis was
used to examine the relationship of the PDI with PTSD symptoms
adjusted for the following covariates: age, being female, and
history of psychiatric illness, which are well-established pretrau-
matic risk factors across trauma type [7,15], and the other above-
mentioned variables that were previously identified as risk factors
for PTSD after disasters [1,10]. Variables for which there were
fewer than 5 respondents were excluded from the multiple linear
regression analysis. Moreover, the relationships of the PDI with
covariates were examined by calculating Pearson’s correlation
coeflicients, or using t-test, or using analysis of variance. The
relationships of covariates with PTSD symptoms were also
examined by univariate regression analysis.

Any association between the dependent variable and the
independent variable was expressed as a regression coefficient
(beta weight) and quantified by the 95% confidence interval (95%
CI). All statistical analysis used two-tailed tests. Statistical
significance was established at a P value of less than 0.05. All
data analysis was performed using SPSS statistical software version
19.0J for Windows (SPSS, Tokyo, Japan).

Results

Of the 1,816 DMAT workers deployed to the disaster areas, 172
participated in another intervention trial and 1390 did not
respond. Thus, 254 participants were recruited to this observa-
tional study and provided baseline data collected during the period
April 2 and 22, 2011 (Figure 1). Of these 254 participants, 173

April 2012 | Volume 7 | Issue 4 | 35248



Peritraumatic Distress, Watching TV and PTSD

1816 rescue workers invited to participate

Excluded
1390 did not respond

254 participated in this study

172 participate
in the clinical trial

173 completed follow-up assessment

Figure 1. Flow diagram of the study.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0035248.g001

(68.1%) completed the follow-up assessment at 4 months after the
earthquake, with data collected between July 11 and August 4,
2011. The participants who dropped out of the study were more
likely to be men (p=0.04), not to have been stressed prior to
deployment (p=0.047), and with experience of saving a child
during the deployment (p=0.02). Otherwise there were no
significant differences in variables including PDI total score
between study completers and non-completers. Demographic
and exposure characteristics of the 173 completers are shown in
Table 1. Most participants were not exposed to saving a child or
contact with corpses, and none was injured. The mean duration
from baseline assessment to follow-up assessment was 98.2 days
(SD 5.4). Of the 75 women participants, 65 (86.7%) were nurses.

The results of univariate and multiple linear regression analysis
were shown in Tables 2 and 3, respectively. History of psychiatric
illness, injury during deployment, and saving a child during
deployment for which there were fewer than 5 respondents were
excluded from the multiple linear regression analysis. PDI total
score and most of the individual item scores predicted PTSD
symptoms in the univariate regression analysis. Moreover, PDI
total score was an independent predictor for PTSD symptoms
after adjusting for the covariates (beta = 0.43, 95% CI, 0.27-0.59;
p<<0.01). R square values for the multiple linear regression model
was 0.30. Among the covariates, watching TV for more than

4 hours per day at 1 month after the earthquake was predictive of

PTSD symptoms. Values of variance inflation factor did not
exceed 1.4, which indicated that multicollinearity did not seem to
be an issue. PDI total scores were significantly higher in
participants participants watching TV for more than 4 hours per
day (19.6) than for 1 to 4 hours (12.7) and for less than 1 hour
(12.6), but no other significant associations were seen between PDI
and other covariates.
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81 dropped out

Table 1. Demographic and exposure characteristics of rescue
workers who participated in the follow-up study.

Variables n % Mean SD MedianRange
Age 388 76
Sex, women 75 434
History of psychiatric illness, yes 4 23
Occupation
Doctors 35 202
Nurses 80 46.2
Others 58 335
Period of deployment (days) 37 1-12
Stress prior to deployment, yes 53 306
Injury during deployment, yes 0 0
Saving a child during deployment, yes 4 2.3
Experience of contact with corpses, 14 8.1
yes
Concern over radiation, yes 13 75
Watching earth quake news reports
<1 hour 42 243
1-4 hours 119 68.8
=4 hours 12 6.9
Baseline peritraumatic distress (PDI) 132 75
score
IES-R score at 4 months after the 68 84
earthquake

PDI, Peritraumatic Distress Inventory; IES-R, Impact of Event Scale-Revised; SD,
standard deviation.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0035248.t001
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Table 2. Results of univariate regression analysis.

Peritraumatic Distress, Watching TV and PTSD

Item description Beta (95% C) R square p value
1. | felt helpless to do more 2.76 (1.57, 3.95) 0.1 <0.01
2. | felt sadness and grief 1.69 (0.66, 2.73) 0.06 <0.01
3. | felt frustrated or angry | could not do more 2.14 (1.15, 3.13) 0.10 <0.01
4. | felt afraid for my safety 1.62 (0.48, 2.76) 0.04 0.01
5. | felt guilt that more was not done 2.39 (1.41, 3.37) 0.12 <0.01
6. | felt ashamed of my emotional reactions 4,00 (2.63, 5.38) 0.16 <0.01
7. | felt worried about the safety of others 1.65 (0.65, 2.65) 0.06 <0.01
8. | had the feeling | was about to lose control of my emotions 4.81 (3.43, 6.20) 0.22 <0.01
9. | had difficulty controlling my bowel and bladder —0.71 (—4.75, 3.34) 0.00 0.73
10. | was horrified by what happened 1.12 (0.28, 2.10) 0.04 0.01
11. | had physical reactions like sweating, shaking, and pounding heart 3.48 (2.09, 4.87) 0.13 <0.01
12. | felt | might pass out 4.99 (0.94, 9.04) 0.03 0.02
13. | felt | might die 2.96 (1.66, 4.23) 0.10 <0.01
Total 0.53 (0.38, 0.68) 0.23 <0.01

Cl, confidential interval.
R?, multiple correlation coefficient, index of goodness fitness in the model.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0035248.t002

Discussion

This study showed that the PDI could predict PT'SD symptoms
in rescue workers at 4 months after the earthquake, even when
adjusted for covariates in a multiple linear regression analysis. The
predictive value of the PDI (beta 0.43) was compatible with that
found for accident survivors (beta 0.49) [8]. The advantages of the
PDI are that it can be completed quickly as well as immediately
after traumatic events and by rescue workers themselves. It could
therefore serve as a useful screening tool for the early identification
of rescue workers at risk for developing PTSD.

Interestingly, items “I had the feeling I was about to lose control
of my emotions” and “I felt ashamed of my emotional reactions”
on the PDI showed higher predictive values for posttraumatic
stress symptoms. We previously reported that items “I felt helpless
to do more” and “I had physical reactions like sweating, shaking,
and pounding heart” showed higher predictive values for PTSD
symptoms than the other items among accident survivors, and
neither item “I had the feeling I was about to lose control of my
emotions” nor “I felt ashamed of my emotional reactions”
predicted PTSD symptoms significantly [16]. This difference in
findings could provide insights into the characteristics of rescue
workers. Rescue workers have expectations and can prepare

Table 3. Results of univariate and multiple linear regression analysis.

Univariate regression
Beta (95% Cl)

Mulitiple linear regression
Beta (95% Cl)

PDI per 1 point

period of deployment

stress prior to deployment
experience of contact with corpses
concern over radiation

watching earthquake news report?
<1 hour per day

1-4 hours per day

=4 hours per day

0.53 (0.38, 0.68)"

—0.25 (—1.23, 0.73)
0.47 (—2.28, 3.21)
3.63 (—0.98, 8.24)
7.44 (2.77,12.1)"

Reference
1.73 (—1.14, 4.61)
10.3 (5.02, 15.5)"

0.43 (0.27, 0.59)"

Covariates
Age —0.18 (—0.34, 0.01)" —0.07 (—0.22, 0.08)
Sex, women 495 (2.51,7.39)" 2.11 (—0.24, 4.47)

—0.18 (—1.03, 0.68)
—0.07 (—2.48, 2.35)
2.87 (—1.20, 6.93)
2.71 (—1.66, 7.07)

Reference
1.20 (—1.40, 3.80)
5.24 (0.27, 10.2)"

Cl, confidential interval.

PDI, Peritraumatic Distress Inventory.

Entered as for <1 hour per day, 1 for 1-4 hours, and 2 for =4 hours.
*p<<0.05;

** p<<0.01.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0035248.t003
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themselves for their experiences in the disaster area before arriving
at the disaster area and may then have experiences that are totally
different from their initial expectations. Therefore, once they are
overwhelmed by those experiences, their psychological shock may
be stronger than lay people. Accident survivors, on the other hand,
have no prior warning and are mostly preoccupied by their own
pain or sense of life threat following a sudden traumatic event.
Loss of emotional control is not likely to cause a serious problem
for them. This may be one reason why emotional distress is such
an important factor to consider in the case of rescue workers. The
importance of peritraumatic emotional distress, as conveyed by
items such as “I had the feeling I was about to lose control of my
emotions” or “I felt ashamed of my emotional reactions”, may
need to be emphasized in the screening of individuals at high risk
for developing PTSD among medical rescue workers.

Only item “I had difficulty controlling my bowel and bladder”
on the PDI did not predict PTSD symptoms at all. This is
consistent with our findings in accident survivors [16]. Previous
studies, too, among participants in the United States, France, and
Japan showed that this item was least endorsed [11,12,17]. Further
studies are needed in other types of trauma, but this item may not
be necessary to include in the future.

PDI was designed to assess the diagnostic criterion A2 of the
PTSD, which required fear, helplessness, or horror at the time of
the event [18]. At this time, removal of criterion A2 has been
proposed in DSM-5 as it had no utility [19]. Indeed, as literatures
and our previous study showed, the presence of peritraumatic
distress is known as a weak indicator of the presence of PTSD
[8,20,21]. However, the absence of peritraumatic distress is known
as a strong indicator of the absence of PTSD [8,21]. In addition,
the time of assessment should be emphasized to minimize the
effects of inaccurate memory over time. The present study
suggested that A-2 criterion and PDI seemed to be still useful, at
least in settings where peritraumatic distress could be assessed just
after the events. Further studies are needed to elucidate what kinds
of peritraumatic distress would be important for various traumatic
events.

As for the covariates, we found a significant association between
watching TV for more than 4 hours per day and PT'SD symptoms
after controlling for other covariates and PDI. Although the
number of participants watching TV for more than 4 hours was
only 12 (Table 1), our findings about the association between
watching TV and PTSD symptoms were consistent with previous
studies [10,22,23]. The associations may be explained by two
ways. First, watching TV might be traumatic exposure. Generally,
watching TV has not been regarded as an exposure to a traumatic
event [18]. However, the study following the terrorist attacks of
September 11 showed that those who watched TV frequently were
more likely to have PTSD than those who did not among people
who were directly affected by the attacks [22]. Because all
participants in the present study were directly affected by the
disaster, they might be affected by watching TV more than general
population. Second, as Ahern et al. pointed out [23], watching TV
for extended period of time might be a part of ineffective coping.
Silver et al. showed that association between watching TV and
PTSD symptoms was reduced after adjustment for coping
strategies, especially active coping [24]. In this study, PDI total
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assessment method given this type of emergency situation.

Acknowledgments

The authors would like to thank Professor Kaoru Inokuchi for generous
financial and academic support. We also thank Dr. Hisayoshi Kondo and
Mr. Masayuki Ichihara for coordination with the participants, Dr. Masato
Usuki for his generous support, and Mss. Kyoko Akutsu and Yumiko
Kamoshida for data management.

Author Contributions

Conceived and designed the experiments: DN YM. Performed the
experiments: DN YM. Analyzed the data: DN NN TS YM. Wrote the
paper: DN YM. Drafted the original protocol: DN YM. Participated in the
refinements of the protocol: DN YK NN TS KH TH YM. Managed the
enrollment procedure and overall regulation of the study: YK. Commented
on the drafts: YK NN TS HN KH TH.

3. Davidson JR, Hughes D, Blazer DG, George LK (1991) Post-traumatic stress
disorder in the community: an epidemiological study. Psychol Med 21: 713-721.

4. Walker EA, Katon W, Russo J, Ciechanowski P, Newman E, et al. (2003) Health
care costs associated with posttraumatic stress disorder symptoms in women.
Arch Gen Psychiatry 60: 369-374.

April 2012 | Volume 7 | Issue 4 | 35248



Ressler KJ, Mayberg HS (2007) Targeting abnormal neural circuits in mood and
anxiety disorders: from the laboratory to the clinic. Nat Neurosci 10:
1116-1124.

Charney DS, Deutch AY, Krystal JH, Southwick SM, Davis M (1993)
Psychobiologic mechanisms of posttraumatic stress disorder. Arch Gen
Psychiatry 50: 295-305.

Ozer EJ, Best SR, Lipsey TL, Weiss DS (2003) Predictors of posttraumatic stress
disorder and symptoms in adults: a meta-analysis. Psychol Bull 129: 52-73.
Nishi D, Matsuoka Y, Yonemoto N, Noguchi H, Kim Y, et al. (2010)
Peritraumatic Distress Inventory as a predictor of post-traumatic stress disorder
after a severe motor vehicle accident. Psychiatry Clin Neurosci 64: 149-156.
Matsuoka Y, Nishi D, Nakaya N, Sone T, Hamazaki K, et al. (2011) Attenuating
posttraumatic distress with omega-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids among disaster
medical assistance team members after the Great East Japan Earthquake: The
APOP randomized controlled trial. BMC Psychiatry 11: 132.

Schlenger WE, Caddell JM, Ebert L, Jordan BK, Rourke KM, et al. (2002)
Psychological reactions to terrorist attacks: findings from the National Study of
Americans’ Reactions to September 11. Jama 288: 581-588.

Brunet A, Weiss DS, Metzler TJ, Best SR, Neylan TC, et al. (2001) The
Peritraumatic Distress Inventory: a proposed measure of PTSD criterion A2.
Am J Psychiatry 158: 1480-1485.

Nishi D, Matsuoka Y, Noguchi H, Sakuma K, Yonemoto N, et al. (2009)
Reliability and validity of the Japanese version of the Peritraumatic Distress
Inventory. Gen Hosp Psychiatry 31: 75-79.

. Weiss DS (2004) The Impact of Event Scale-Revised; Wilson JP, Keane TM,

eds. New York: Guilford Press. pp 168-189.

. Asukai N, Kato H, Kawamura N, Kim Y, Yamamoto K, et al. (2002) Reliability

and validity of the Japanese-language version of the impact of event scale-revised
(IES-R-]): four studies of different traumatic events. J Nerv Ment Dis 190:
175-182.

@ PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org

23.

24.

Peritraumatic Distress, Watching TV and PTSD

Brewin CR, Andrews B, Valentine JD (2000) Meta-analysis of risk factors for
posttraumatic stress disorder in trauma-exposed adults. J Consult Clin Psychol
68: 748-766.

Nishi D, Usuki M, Matsuoka Y (2012) Peritraumatic Distress in Accident
Survivors: An Indicator for Posttraumatic Stress, Depressive and Anxiety
Symptoms, and Posttraumatic Growth. In: Ovuga E, ed. Post Traumatic Stress
Disorders in a Global Context: InTech. pp 97-112.

. Jehel L, Brunet A, Paterniti S, Guelfi JD (2005) [Validation of the Peritraumatic

Distress Inventory’s French translation]. Can J Psychiatry 50: 67-71.

. American Psychiatric Association (2000) American Psychiatric Association

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition, Text
Revision; DSM-IV-TR. .Washington D.C. and London, England: American
Psychiatric Association.

. American Psychiatric Association DSM-5 Development website. Available:

http://www.dsmb.org/ProposedRevision/Pages/proposedrevision.
aspx?rid = 165. Accessed 2012 Feb 27.

Schnurr PP, Spiro A, Vielhauer M]J, Findler MN, Hamblen JL (2002) Trauma in
the lives of older man: Findings from the Normative Aging Study. Journal of
Clinical Geropsychology 8: 175-187.

Bedard-Gilligan M, Zoellner LA (2008) The utility of the Al and A2 criteria in
the diagnosis of PTSD. Behav Res Ther 46: 1062-1069.

. Ahern J, Galea S, Resnick H, Kilpatrick D, Bucuvalas M, et al. (2002) Television

images and psychological symptoms after the September 11 terrorist attacks.
Psychiatry 65: 289-300.

Ahern ], Galea S, Resnick H, Vlahov D (2004) Television images and probable
posttraumatic stress disorder after September 11: the role of background
characteristics, event exposures, and perievent panic. J Nerv Ment Dis 192:
217-226.

Silver RC, Holman EA, Mclntosh DN, Poulin M, Gil-Rivas V (2002)
Nationwide longitudinal study of psychological responses to September 11.
Jama 288: 1235-1244.

April 2012 | Volume 7 | Issue 4 | 35248



