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Abstract 

Emergency dispatchers in the United States are exposed to traumatic events, which may 

lead to a staffing shortage. Though it is well-established that decreased job satisfaction 

increases turnover intentions, little research investigates whether trauma impacts these 

constructs. Therefore, this quantitative non-experimental study was focused on whether 

education was a protective factor against posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and 

whether trauma moderated the relationship between job satisfaction and turnover 

intention among emergency dispatchers. The relationship between vicarious trauma (VT) 

and PTSD among dispatchers was examined, and whether it is possible to predict PTSD 

among dispatchers based on VT, education level, and job satisfaction. The cognitive 

model of PTSD and the constructivist self-development theory was the theoretical 

foundation. Linear and multiple regression analyses were used to build a foundational 

understanding of trauma’s impact on dispatchers. Results for research questions 5 and 6 

were statistically significant, indicating a relationship between PTSD and VT and that VT 

and job satisfaction predict the existence of PTSD among emergency dispatchers. The 

knowledge gained from this study may promote positive social change by helping 

employers reduce turnover rates, decrease wait times for callers experiencing life-

threatening emergencies, and increase the quality of emergency services provided to the 

public. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

The U.S. Department of Transportation (2017) estimated that more than 240 

million calls are made to 911 for emergency services annually. This number indicates an 

ongoing need for trained and experienced dispatch personnel to work at the country's 

various public safety answering points (PSAPs). Emergency dispatchers, or 

telecommunicators, are exposed to mental health issues, substance abuse problems, 

assaults, homicides, fires, and other emergencies. Furthermore, each call can present 

additional stressors, including ambiguous information, highly complex and multifaceted 

medical needs, communication difficulties due to language barriers or technology, and 

sending assistance to remote locations (Adams et al., 2018; Lilly & Pierce, 2013). As a 

result, emergency dispatchers have reported experiencing significant emotional distress, 

depressive, and trauma-based symptoms (Golding et al., 2017; Lilly & Pierce, 2013; Riou 

et al., 2018; Venet, 2018). Though only a few studies have directly investigated the 

impact trauma may have on emergency dispatchers, the existing research suggests 

telecommunicators experience stress levels equal to or exceeding those of other on-scene 

first responders (Adams et al., 2018). Further, emergency dispatchers may be more prone 

to stress-related burnout than police officers and have access to fewer resources necessary 

to maintain wellness (Baseman et al., 2018; Klimeley et al., 2018; Lilly & Pierce, 2013; 

Miller et al., 2017). 

Emotional distress, depressive, and other trauma-based symptoms, frequently the 

result of exposure to vicarious trauma, have contributed to a higher-than-national average 
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turnover rate of 19% in 2012 (Baseman et al., 2018; Frederiksen, 2017; Lee et al., 2017). 

A high turnover rate directly results in fewer and less experienced dispatchers, and the 

situation is made significantly worse by the increasing demand for PSAPs in the United 

States (Baseman et al., 2018; Klimeley et al., 2018; Lilly & Pierce, 2013; Miller et al., 

2017). Although some local government entities are taking steps to recognize the efforts 

of 911 telecommunicators, current federal legislation does not consider emergency 

dispatchers to be members of the first-responder category (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

2018). They are not privy to many of the resources and benefits other groups like 

firefighters, law enforcement personnel, or medical personnel have access to, nor are they 

emphasized in current literature (Baseman et al., 2018).  

Because most of the existing research focuses on ground-level first responders 

(e.g., Carleton et al., 2018; Klimeley et al., 2018; Krakauer et al., 2020), the emphasis for 

this study will be on how trauma impacts emergency dispatchers, their job satisfaction 

levels, and turnover intention. This study’s results may support the current legislative 

push to reclassify emergency dispatchers as first responders to ensure their place as 

protective personnel in the Standard Occupational Classification System (SOC) published 

by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2018). This reclassification would improve access to 

mental health and wellness resources, increase flexibility in scheduling options, and 

provide management with additional options for improving retention. Beyond politics, 

this study’s results could provide a foundation for advocates to encourage a more trauma-

informed approach for emergency dispatchers. A better understanding of how trauma 
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impacts dispatchers could invigorate efforts to reduce stress and trauma-based symptoms, 

increase job satisfaction rates, and reduce turnover to provide citizens better access to 

informed and experienced telecommunicators. 

Chapter 1 will present the background, problem statement, purpose, research 

questions, and significance of the study. Additionally, this chapter will include a brief 

description of the methods, nature of the study, procedures, scope, delimitations, and 

limitations of the study. This chapter concludes with a summary. 

Background 

In 1968, the Federal Communications Commission established a three-digit 

emergency code with AT&T, making the system just over 50 years old (National 

Emergency Number Association, 2018). Advanced features began to appear in the early 

70s, and today, approximately 96% of the United States is covered by the 911 service 

number (National Emergency Number Association, 2018). In 2017, 38 U.S. states and 

territories reported 212,036,639 total calls delivered to 911, significantly increasing from 

the previous year’s report of 181,720,179 total calls (U.S. Department of Transportation, 

2017). Emergency dispatchers are the first of the first responders responsible for 

“maintaining the cognitive and emotional resources to perform complex, multiple tasks 

and make precise decisions with fateful consequences under life/death time pressures 

while staying calm” (Baseman et al., 2018, p. 2). Still, they have consistently remained 

categorized as administrative professionals and thus seen as “less critical” in public safety 

(Klimeley et al., 2018; Maguire et al., 2018).  
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Although there is a consistently increasing call volume across the country, 

dispatchers in the United States continue to face a higher-than-average national turnover 

rate of 19% as of 2012 (Baseman et al., 2018; Frederiksen, 2017; Lee et al., 2017). About 

two out of every ten dispatchers leave the position each year. These rates have a negative 

impact on the quality of services provided. Replacement personnel must be recruited and 

adequately trained to conduct the position’s essential functions before working 

independently. Furthermore, high turnover rates reduce general morale among existing 

employees and may trigger additional turnover intention among those left behind, 

especially if the turnover was unexpected or involved a close coworker (Lee et al., 2018; 

Lopez-Martin & Topa, 2019).  

Turnover Intention 

One of the most critical issues this study addressed is emergency dispatchers' high 

turnover rates. All organizations face turnover, and it is not always a negative construct. 

However, high turnover rates usually indicate dissatisfaction with the employer's 

position. The result includes staff shortages, increased recruitment and training costs, and 

reduced overall experience among staff members (Bakkal et al., 2019; Bothma & Roodt, 

2013). Turnover can be voluntary or involuntary, functional, or dysfunctional depending 

on the situation, but in the end, an employee-employer relationship ends (Bothma & 

Roodt, 2013; Saeed et al., 2014). 

Job Satisfaction 

Because the study addressed turnover among emergency dispatchers, it is 
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essential to investigate at least one construct consistently associated with turnover: job 

satisfaction. Job satisfaction is a subjective construct best defined as a set of feelings that 

a person holds about their work (de Oliveria et al., 2019; Fasbender et al., 2018; Lee et 

al., 2017; Zito et al., 2018). Theories on the subject suggest that if an employee does not 

like where they work and has a viable alternative, the likelihood of the employee leaving 

increases (Lee et al., 2018). High levels of job satisfaction are associated with increased 

productivity, stronger motivation, decreased stress, and increased satisfaction in other 

areas of life (Spector, 1994; Yousef, 2017). Due to its subjective quality, job satisfaction 

can be assessed using various criteria including wages, schedule and flexibility, 

recognition, job security, the nature of the work itself, benefits, and stress levels 

(Abuhashesh et al., 2019; Mira et al., 2019).  

Types of Traumas 

One key area to investigate when considering the more challenging aspects of 

emergency dispatch is exposure to trauma. Trauma is categorized and labeled in dozens 

of ways depending on how trauma was experienced, the nature of the trauma, and a 

person’s age when the trauma occurred (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Ehlers 

& Clark, 2008). For example, the National Child Traumatic Stress Network (2019) 

currently lists 12 common types of trauma: bullying, community violence, complex 

trauma, disaster trauma, early childhood trauma, intimate partner violence, medical 

trauma, physical abuse, refugee trauma, sexual abuse, terrorism and violence, and 

traumatic grief. Trauma can be experienced firsthand or secondhand and may be acute, 
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chronic, or accumulative (Benuto et al., 2018; Branson, 2019). Though not everyone who 

experiences trauma will develop a traumatic disorder, it is estimated that 70% of adults 

have experienced at least one type of trauma in their lives (Foreman, 2018). However, 

according to the American Psychiatric Association (2013), the projected lifetime risk for 

developing posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) at age 75 using the DSM-IV criteria was 

only 8.7%.  

Every call or radio transmission holds the potential for a traumatic experience, 

and dispatchers are frequently exposed to multiple traumas each shift (Baseman et al., 

2018). For example, a dispatcher may receive a phone call in which an infant has stopped 

breathing and guide a parent through CPR (Riou et al., 2018), disconnect when 

paramedics arrive, and pick up the phone to a caller who commits suicide while juggling 

an officer-involved shooting on the radio (Pierce & Lilly, 2012). For this study, three 

specific types of trauma that emergency dispatchers are most frequently exposed to in the 

workplace will be discussed: PTSD, secondary traumatic stress, and vicarious trauma. 

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder 

PTSD is most simply defined using the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders (DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Using the DSM-5, 

PTSD can be defined as a psychological condition resulting in intense thoughts or 

feelings related to a traumatic experience after the traumatic event. For a clinical 

diagnosis of PTSD, exposure must occur through at least one of the following ways: 

direct experience, witnessing the event in person, learning that the event happened to a 
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close friend or family member, or repeated or extreme exposure to aversive details not 

through electronic media (unless work-related; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 

Common symptoms include intrusive thoughts, persistent avoidance of associated 

stimuli, negative alterations in cognition or mood, and alterations in arousal or reactivity 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Schnurr & Lunney, 2016; Silverstein et al., 

2018).  

Secondary Traumatic Stress 

Secondary traumatic stress (STS) results from continually hearing difficulty or 

upsetting information and an overwhelming desire to want to help the individual 

experiencing the trauma (Branson, 2019; Bride & Kintzle, 2011). Before the development 

of the DSM-5, STS was not considered a clinical diagnosis (Rowden-Foreman et al., 

2017). However, Criterion A4 in the DSM-5 (American Psychiatric Association, 2013) 

makes STS a form of PTSD instead of a unique condition for individuals with repeated or 

extreme exposure to aversive details of traumatic events, not through electronic media 

unless the exposure is work-related. The pervasiveness of the term STS makes it essential 

to address the construct on an individual level in this study, but STS will be referred to as 

PTSD from this point forward. 

Vicarious Trauma 

Vicarious trauma is not a clinical diagnosis available for clinicians using the 

DSM-5. However, helping jobs (therapists, first responders, health care providers, clergy, 

and lawyers) may develop vicarious traumatization due to being exposed to secondary 
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trauma through their clientele (Benuto et al., 2018; Foreman, 2018). Vicarious trauma is 

unique from secondary PTSD because it develops over a more extended period, 

symptoms are generally more pervasive or sometimes permanent, and changes can 

disrupt identity, self-perception, spirituality, and worldview (Foreman, 2018). Though 

unique from PTSD, vicarious trauma shares many symptoms with PTSD, including re-

experiencing and avoiding the traumatic situation, depressed mood, social withdrawal, 

aggression, sensitivity to violence, sleep troubles, sexual difficulties, and difficulty with 

security, trust, and esteem (Benuto et al., 2018; Foreman, 2018). Furthermore, vicarious 

trauma can lead to pessimism, feelings of powerlessness, vulnerability, or alterations in 

arousal and reactivity, including increased anxiety levels, increased absenteeism from 

work, negative coping skills, reduction in longevity in the field, and stress-induced 

medical conditions (Branson, 2019; Newman et al., 2019). Finally, vicarious trauma can 

result in apathy, anger, cynicism toward clientele, and poor decision-making, resulting in 

decreased quality of services (Branson, 2019). 

Administrative Categorization 

Because emergency dispatchers are categorized as administrative personnel in the 

SOC published by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2018), they have limited access to 

health and wellness services, which could increase the risk of developing maladaptive 

coping mechanisms, STS, compassion fatigue, and burnout (APCO International, 2018; 

Klimeley et al., 2018; Miller et al., 2017). In conjunction with the Fair Labor Standards 

Act (FLSA), this classification currently limits flexibility with scheduling, hours, and 
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pay, which can cause undue stress for the employee. The belief that public safety 

telecommunicators are not exposed to trauma has resulted in minimal research to analyze 

the impact trauma has on emergency dispatchers (Adams et al., 2018; Baseman et al., 

2018; Klimeley et al., 2018). A reclassification for public safety telecommunicators to a 

protective service category within the SOC would: (a) improve flexibility in scheduling, 

(b) increase access to resources and benefits not typically available to administrative 

personnel, and (c) improve the quality of services offered to the public by reducing 

turnover rates and improved job satisfaction levels (Baseman et al., 2018; Bedini et al., 

2017; Hales et al., 2017; Hartley et al., 2013; Ma & Burchfiel, 2017; Miller et al., 2018; 

Riou et al., 2018). Though one of the standard arguments against recategorizing 

emergency dispatchers is that they are safely located in an administrative building away 

from the traumatic events and thus are not exposed to traumatic events (Shakespeare-

Finch et al., 2015), learning of a traumatic event or experiencing repeated or extreme 

exposure to aversive details of a traumatic event (including through electronic media if 

the event is work-related) is diagnostic criteria for PTSD and acute stress disorder.  

Knowledge Gap 

There is already extensive literature on job satisfaction and turnover intention, but 

there is a gap in investigating how trauma might impact either of the two constructs. 

Furthermore, there is minimal research on emergency dispatchers. Historically, public 

safety telecommunicators have been viewed as clerical personnel with responsibilities 

like those of a traditional secretary or non-emergency dispatcher. As a result, the majority 



10 

 

of research into emergency services has excluded telecommunicators and emphasized the 

health and well-being of firefighters, law enforcement personnel, emergency medical 

technicians, and other responders that are physically on the scene in the early moments of 

a crisis (Dunn et al., 2017; Marmar et al., 2006; Hartley et al., 2013). However, the 

United States is just passing the 50th anniversary of the creation of 911. As a result, 

politicians and researchers are finally starting to investigate and recognize the significant 

impact emergency dispatchers can have on the overall outcome of a crisis. By assessing 

whether trauma impacts job satisfaction and turnover intention, it may be possible to 

identify why turnover is so high among emergency dispatchers and later reduce that rate 

using trauma-informed care techniques.  

Problem Statement 

Telecommunicators across the country face a higher-than-national average 

turnover rate despite the ever-increasing demand for their services. The resulting 

outcomes include staff shortages (Berkeley City Auditor, 2019; Rucker, 2020), 

inexperienced dispatchers (Segall, 2002; Wallace, 2020), mandatory overtime (Racke, 

2020; Wallace, 2020), lengthier wait times for callers resulting in loss of life or limb 

(Segall, 2020), and burnout for remaining employees (Krakauer et al., 2020; Segall, 

2020; Shakespeare-Finch & Armstrong, 2015). On a larger scale, these issues can all 

have high societal costs, including increased medical bills, losses associated with 

employees calling out sick, and decreased quality of emergency services to the public 

(Meischke et al., 2018). Despite these shortages, there has been little investigation into 



11 

 

how an emergency dispatcher’s exposure to trauma may impact their job satisfaction 

levels and, subsequently, their turnover intention. Therefore, I investigated the impact of 

trauma on job satisfaction and turnover intention among emergency dispatchers in the 

United States. 

Purpose of the Study 

This quantitative study aimed to investigate the impact trauma may have on the 

relationship between job satisfaction levels and turnover intention among emergency 

dispatchers in the United States. This study can inform future research on 

telecommunicators and support political efforts to reclassify dispatching as a protective 

occupation in the SOC. Additionally, the results can show the impact trauma can have on 

emergency dispatchers, encouraging support measures to reduce turnover rates at PSAPs. 

For example, by directly investigating the impact of audible exposure to trauma, 

employees, politicians, and other advocates can more effectively assess the allocation of 

funds for health and wellness programs. For this study, the predictor variable was job 

satisfaction rates measured by the Job Satisfaction Scale (JSS), and the criterion variable 

was turnover intention. Trauma served as the moderator as there is a documented 

correlation between job satisfaction and turnover intention. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Research Question 1: Does education level predict the existence of PTSD based 

on the Posttraumatic Checklist for the DSM-5 (PCL-5) cutoff score of 31-33? 

H01: Education level does not predict the existence of PTSD based on the PCL-5 
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cutoff score of 31-33. 

Ha1: Education level does predict the existence of PTSD based on the PCL-5 

cutoff score of 31 

Research Question 2: Does education level predict the severity of PTSD 

symptoms based on the PCL-5? 

H02: Education level does not predict the severity of PTSD symptoms based on 

the PCL-5. 

Ha2: Education level does predict the severity of PTSD symptoms based on the 

PCL-5. 

Research Question 3: Does PTSD moderate the relationship between job 

satisfaction and turnover intention? 

H03: PTSD does not moderate the relationship between job satisfaction and 

turnover intention among dispatchers. 

Ha3: PTSD moderates the relationship between job satisfaction and turnover 

intention among dispatchers. 

Research Question 4: Does vicarious trauma moderate the relationship between 

job satisfaction and turnover intention? 

H04: Vicarious trauma does not moderate the relationship between job satisfaction 

and turnover intention among dispatchers. 

Ha4: Vicarious trauma moderates the relationship between job satisfaction and 

turnover intention among dispatchers. 
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Research Question 5: Is there a relationship between vicarious trauma and PTSD 

symptoms among emergency dispatchers? 

H05: There is a relationship between vicarious trauma and PTSD symptoms 

among emergency dispatchers. 

Ha5: There is no relationship between vicarious trauma and PTSD symptoms 

among  emergency dispatchers. 

Research Question 6: Do vicarious trauma and job satisfaction levels predict the 

existence of PTSD among emergency dispatchers? 

H06: Vicarious trauma and job satisfaction levels do not predict the existence of 

PTSD among emergency dispatchers. 

Ha6: Vicarious trauma and job satisfaction levels do not predict the existence of 

PTSD among emergency dispatchers. 

Theoretical Foundation 

Two essential theoretical frameworks used in this study include the cognitive 

model of PTSD proposed by Ehlers and Clark (2000) and the constructivist self-

development theory (CSDT) proposed by McCann et al. (1988) and later expanded on by 

McCann and Pearlman (1990). This study relied on both theoretical frameworks to 

account for emergency dispatchers that develop trauma or stress disorders and those that 

do not. 

Cognitive Model of PTSD 

The cognitive model of PTSD proposed by Ehlers and Clark (2000) suggests that 
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persistent PTSD occurs as individuals process their trauma. This may result from an 

excessively negative appraisal of trauma or a disturbance of the autobiographical memory 

of the trauma. These memories may be incomplete or inaccurate due to poor elaboration, 

insufficient contextualization, a robust associative memory, or strong perceptual priming 

(Ehlers & Clark, 2000). For instance, Emergency dispatchers are often exposed to calls 

that lack visual or physical connections, often resulting in the need to use visualization 

that can leave residual memories of a caller’s emotional state (Adams et al., 2018). Ehlers 

and Clark suggested three maladaptive behavioral strategies commonly employed to 

control the threat of danger or symptoms of PTSD, including directly producing the 

symptoms, preventing a change in the negative appraisals of the trauma, and preventing a 

modification in the traumatic memory. Examples of these strategies include avoidance 

behaviors, hypervigilance, alcohol or drug use, numbing emotions, and ruminating about 

how the event could have been changed or prevented (American Psychiatric Association, 

2013; Ehlers & Clark, 2000). These symptoms, along with avoidance behaviors, 

emotional regulation problems, and similar symptoms, are commonly associated with 

reduced job satisfaction, negative outlook, and poor workplace performance (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013; Ehlers & Clark, 2000).  

CSDT 

The CSDT relies on the premise that individuals construct their realities based on 

highly complex cognitive structures referred to as schemas used to interpret events 

(McCann & Pearlman, 1990). These schemas include beliefs, assumptions, and 
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expectations that become more complex throughout a person’s lifespan. McCann et al. 

(1988) identified five key domains that impact a person’s response to trauma, including 

needs in safety, trust, esteem, intimacy, and control. Furthermore, the CSDT proposes 

that exposure to stressful or traumatic events can interfere with a person’s cognitive 

schemas in positive or negative ways, fundamentally disrupting their stability (McCann et 

al., 1988; Miller et al., 2010). The same event can impact people in significantly different 

ways. The experience is generally processed through the person’s existing schema, 

becomes associated with specific emotions and thoughts, and affects the understanding of 

future experiences (Miller et al., 2010). The changes associated with PTSD can have a 

relatively rapid onset (i.e., following a single traumatic event) and impact behavioral and 

cognitive constructs. However, the psychological adaptations associated with schemas 

are developed over long periods and can be pervasive or permanent. The inclusion of the 

CSDT in this study is intended to recognize that not every person exposed to stress or 

trauma will develop a traumatic disorder. However, they will likely experience some 

changes to their schema. 

Nature of the Study 

This study was intended to investigate whether the nature of emergency 

dispatching results in either PTSD or vicarious trauma and whether trauma influences the 

relationship between job satisfaction and turnover intention. This quantitative 

correlational study involved a moderator analysis in determining whether a relationship 

exists between trauma, job satisfaction, and turnover intention among emergency 
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dispatchers. Additionally, I investigated whether there is a correlation between trauma 

and job satisfaction levels and whether a correlation exists between trauma and turnover 

intention.  

The moderator variable for this study was trauma as measured by the PCL-5 

(Weathers et al., 2013) and the Vicarious Trauma Scale (VTS; Vrklevski & Franklin, 

2008). The predictor variable was job satisfaction as measured by the JSS (Spector, 

1994), and the criterion variable was turnover intention as measured by the Turnover 

Intention Scale 6 (TIS-6; Roodt, 2004). There was no intervention applied during this 

study, nor were any variables controlled or manipulated (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; 

Groves et al., 2009).  

Operational Definitions 

First responders: First responders were defined to include firefighting personnel, 

emergency medical personnel that responded on scene (as opposed to in a hospital 

setting), and law enforcement personnel. This group is defined using current federal 

legislation. 

Job satisfaction: Job satisfaction was defined using Spector’s (1994) definition of 

the extent to which people like or dislike their job globally and regarding specific facets. 

For this study, job satisfaction was rated using Spector’s nine job satisfaction facets: pay 

and remuneration, fringe benefits, immediate supervision, operating procedures, 

coworkers, communication within the organization, contingent rewards, promotional 

opportunities, and the nature of the work itself. Each of these aspects, along with an 
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overall score, was identified using Spector’s JSS. 

PTSD symptom severity: PTSD symptom severity was defined using the PCL-5, 

which allows for a score of 0–80, with the PTSD threshold cutoff recommendation at 31 

to 33. The PCL-5 has a strong internal consistency (α = .94), test-retest reliability (r = 

.82), convergent validity (rs = .74 to .85) and discriminant validity (rs = .31 to .60; 

Blevins et al., 2015). Individuals scoring lower than 31–33 were considered to have 

subthreshold symptoms of PTSD and thus will have a low severity rating (Blevins et al., 

2015).   

Public safety telecommunicators: Telecommunicators in this study were identified 

as individuals currently employed in a PSAP. These individuals are responsible for 

operating telephones, radios, and other communication systems to receive, organize, and 

relay requests for emergency services under the SOC (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018). 

These individuals were also referred to as telecommunicators, dispatchers, 911 

dispatchers, and emergency dispatchers.  

Standard Occupational Classification System (SOC): The SOC is a method of 

classifying various occupations in the United States into one of 23 significant groups to 

better coordinate federal statistics (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018). Under the SOC, 

emergency dispatchers or “public safety telecommunicators” are classified under “office 

and administrative support occupations” (43-5031).  

Turnover intention: The turnover intention is the extent to which an employee 

plans to leave the organization (Botham & Roodt, 2013). In this study, it was considered 
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distinct from an employee’s subjective emotions about the organization. Turnover 

intention was measured by Roodt’s (2004) TIS-6, which consists of six items rated on a 

5-point Likert scale. Cronbach’s α was found to be .80 during testing (Botham & Roodt, 

2013) for the TIS-6, suggesting this is a reliable measure. 

Vicarious trauma: Vicarious trauma was identified as detrimental changes in the 

way helping professionals understand and interpret the world due to exposure to 

secondary trauma (McCann & Pearlman, 1990). This construct was measured by 

Vrklevski and Franklin’s (2008) VTS, which is comprised of eight items rated on a 7-

point Likert scale where a score of 1 is rated as strongly disagree, and a score of 7 

represents strongly agree. The measure has been validated for use in various populations 

and had a Cronbach’s α of .88, suggesting it is a highly reliable measure. During a 

confirmatory factor analysis, Benuto et al. (2018) found a Cronbach’s α value of .83 to 

support the use of the VTS further. 

Assumptions 

This study required several essential assumptions. First, as with all quantitative 

research, it was assumed that reality is objective and independent of the researcher such 

that it can be studied objectively (Creswell, 2009; Groves et al., 2009). Second, it was 

assumed that all participants met the inclusion criteria as emergency dispatchers over age 

18 capable of providing informed consent. Third, it was assumed that the participants 

were sincere in giving truthful survey responses. Fourth, it was assumed that every 

participant had experienced at least one traumatic or stressful event during their 
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employment as an emergency dispatcher. 

Scope and Delimitations 

For this study, only PTSD and vicarious trauma were investigated among 

emergency dispatchers as these two forms most closely resemble what 

telecommunicators are exposed to in their daily work. Neither PTSD nor vicarious 

trauma explicitly define a type of trauma (i.e., bullying, workplace violence), so it was 

easier to assess a broader population of emergency dispatchers without limiting it to only 

one specialty. For this study, emergency dispatchers included anyone working in a 

medical, firefighting, law enforcement, or multidisciplinary environment. Non-

emergency dispatchers were not included in this study. Furthermore, only emergency 

dispatchers aged 18 or more were included using a voluntary or convenience non-

probability sample (see de Vries, 1986; Nassiuma, 2000). The age requirement ensured 

that juveniles working in the field in a high school setting or similar environment were 

not included in the research. The study was conducted nationally in the United States 

using an online survey to reach the most geographically diverse audience possible and 

improve generalizability by including dispatchers with unique experiences.  

This study aimed to address higher-than-average turnover rates among emergency 

dispatchers in the United States and investigate whether trauma moderates the 

relationship between job satisfaction and turnover intention among these individuals. The 

study was not intended to explain turnover among emergency dispatchers, nor was it 

intended to thoroughly investigate the other components associated with job satisfaction 
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rates among telecommunicators. Furthermore, this study was not designed to determine 

whether job turnover intention results in actual turnover among emergency dispatchers. It 

was also not intended to investigate the implications of higher-than-average turnover 

rates.  

Limitations 

A few limitations may prevent this study’s generalizability, including existing or 

comorbid mental health disorders, physical ailments, or substance use disorders, as this 

information would not be disclosed. These include, but are not limited to, the various 

personality or mood disorders outlined in the DSM-5 (American Psychiatric Association, 

2013), which can significantly impact job satisfaction and the severity of trauma-related 

symptoms. A second limitation of this study results from the self-reported nature of the 

surveys. Some individuals may have been uncomfortable providing truthful responses 

and may have completed the surveys in a way they believed would best serve me, which 

could impact the study’s validity. Finally, individual differences among various 

telecommunicators, including the types of emergencies participants are exposed to, may 

challenge generalization. 

Significance of the Study 

Under the SOC, emergency dispatchers or public safety telecommunicators are 

classified under “office and administrative support occupations” (43-5031). However, in 

2014 APCO petitioned for the reclassification of public safety telecommunicators to a 

protective occupation. This category includes police officers, fish and game wardens, 
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security guards, firefighters, and school bus monitors. This motion was denied, but a new 

bill was introduced in 2019 by Representative Norma Torres in another attempt at 

reclassification. Since this bill was introduced, some states have taken measures to 

reclassify dispatchers as protective personnel individually, but this has not taken place on 

a federal level at the time of this study. Reclassifying emergency dispatchers to a 

protective service within the SOC would improve access to resources and benefits not 

typically available to administrative personnel. The results of this study may be used to 

encourage a reclassification of emergency dispatchers.  

Additionally, though numerous studies investigate trauma’s impact on other 

protective services members (Marmar et al., 2006; Hartley et al., 2013; Dunn et al., 

2017), few exist on whether emergency dispatchers are similarly impacted. This study 

can expand the literature on trauma among emergency dispatchers. By improving the 

understanding of emergency dispatchers, it may be possible to reduce a significant annual 

expense and improve organizational functionality (Hales et al., 2017). The United States 

spends approximately 2 billion dollars annually on PTSD-related expenses, with more 

than half being attributed to the loss of work productivity (Harris et al., 2017). This is a 

severe issue for the economy, organizations, and employees alike, as rising costs can 

significantly impact financial security, profitability, and overall quality of life (Adams et 

al., 2018; Klimeley et al., 2018; Pierce & Lilly, 2012). Furthermore, this study’s results 

could inform practices that minimize the impact of trauma, thus better facilitating the 

retention of qualified and experienced first responders to improve services to their local 



22 

 

communities (Hales et al., 2017; Hartley et al., 2013; Ma & Burchfiel, 2017).  

Summary and Transition 

Emergency dispatchers face several challenges in their field, including high 

turnover rates, frequent exposure to trauma and stressful events, and limited access to 

benefits and resources usually available to other first responders. Though the nature of 

the work cannot be changed, the exposure to trauma can be assessed more closely to 

determine whether it moderates the known correlation between job satisfaction rates and 

turnover intention. Once the role trauma plays is more clearly defined, organizations 

looking to improve job satisfaction rates and reduce turnover intentions among 

emergency dispatchers can either be prioritized or deemphasized.  

This section concludes Chapter 1, which includes a general background of the 

study, the problem statement, nature of the study, the study’s purpose, research questions, 

hypotheses, and significance of the study. Chapter 1 also included an overview of the 

theoretical foundation, operational definitions, assumptions, limitations, scope, and 

delimitations of the study. A review of the existing literature and a more thorough 

explanation of the theoretical framework and variables follows in Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Telecommunicators across the country face a higher-than-national average 

turnover rate despite the ever-increasing demand for their services (U.S. Department of 

Transportation, 2017). Although turnover is a normal part of any organization, higher-

than-expected rates can quickly result in profit losses, low morale among remaining 

employees, decreased efficiency due to the loss of knowledge, and increased costs 

associated with recruiting and training new employees (Balogun et al., 2020; Scanlan & 

Still, 2019). For emergency dispatchers, the resulting turnover outcomes include staff 

shortages, inexperienced dispatchers, mandatory overtime, and lengthier wait times for 

callers, resulting in loss of life or limb and burnout for remaining employees. On a larger 

scale, these issues can all have high societal costs, including increased medical bills, 

losses associated with employees calling out sick, and decreased quality of emergency 

services to the public (Meischke et al., 2018).  

Researchers have found that increased job satisfaction levels resulted in lower 

turnover intention among employees (Bakkal et al., 2019; Balogun et al., 2020; Bride & 

Kintzle, 2011; Lee et al., 2017; Scanlan & Still, 2019; Saeed et al., 2014). PTSD causes 

negative alterations in cognitions and mood associated with the traumatic event, resulting 

in decreased satisfaction with work if the traumatic event is related to the workplace 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Roden-Foreman et al., 2017). Furthermore, 

increased STS levels are related to decreased job satisfaction and lower occupational 

commitment (Bride & Kintzle, 2011). 
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Despite research indicating the effect of trauma on turnover intention, to date, 

there has been little investigation into how an emergency dispatcher’s exposure to trauma 

may impact their job satisfaction levels and, subsequently, their turnover intention. This 

quantitative study aimed to investigate the impact trauma may have on the relationship 

between job satisfaction levels and turnover intention among emergency dispatchers in 

the United States. For this study, the predictor variable was job satisfaction rates 

measured by the JSS, and the criterion variable was turnover intention. Trauma served as 

the moderator as there is a documented correlation between job satisfaction and turnover 

intention. This study may inform future research on telecommunicators and support 

political efforts to reclassify dispatching as a protective occupation in the SOC. This 

study can also illuminate the impact of trauma on emergency dispatchers, which may be 

used to identify support measures to reduce turnover rates at PSAPs, such as health and 

wellness programs. This chapter will discuss the theoretical foundation for the study and 

existing literature on job satisfaction, trauma, and turnover intention. 

Literature Search Strategy 

The literature search strategy for this study involved using the Walden University 

Library databases, Google Books, and Google Scholar made available through Walden 

University. The only external search engine used for this study was Google. Specific 

databases accessed included BioMed Central, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Criminal 

Justice Database, Emerald Insight, Health and Psychosocial Instruments, Homeland 

Security digital Library, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Health and 
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Human Services, SAGE Journals, SAGE Knowledge, ScienceDirect, ScholarWorks, The 

National Science Foundation, Project MUSE, ProQuest Central, PubMed, PsycTESTS, 

PsycARTICLES, PsycBOOKS, PsycEXTRA, PsycINFO, and Walden University 

Dissertations and Theses. Additionally, the American Psychiatric Association’s DSM-5 

was heavily referenced during this study. This study’s key search terms included 

posttraumatic stress disorder, secondary traumatic stress, emergency dispatchers, job 

satisfaction, turnover intention, burnout, vicarious trauma, job performance, the 

cognitive model of PTSD, constructivist self-development theory, contingent rewards, and 

occupational commitment. A more detailed list can be found in Appendix A. 

For most of the study, literature was restricted to full-text peer-reviewed sources 

published between 2017 and 2020 to ensure relevance. However, some resources, such as 

government-issued statistical databases, specific measurement tools, published textbooks, 

and current websites, fell outside these constraints. For example, Spector’s (1994) JSS 

was selected due to proven validity and reliability despite the publication date. 

Additionally, little existing research was available within the constraints for some topics 

(i.e., emergency dispatchers and STS). Search parameters were expanded to include 

earlier works and additional search terms to facilitate issues with publication dates. Other 

pieces were identified through the reference lists on peer-reviewed sources consulted for 

this study once the new reference's peer-reviewed status was verified. 

I only found a few studies in which researchers examined whether emergency 

dispatchers experienced PTSD at rates similar to those physically on the scene of a 
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traumatic event. For example, Klimeley et al. (2018) investigated the prevalence of PTSD 

in police, firefighters, and emergency dispatchers by reviewing 524 publications. They 

found that firefighters experienced PTSD at 17–22%, law enforcement at a rate of 7–

19%, and dispatchers at a rate of 13.34–15.56%. Pierce and Lilly (2012) and Lilly and 

Pierce (2013) also conducted research specifically on PTSD among emergency 

dispatchers, using data from the types of 911 calls to investigate the types of traumatic 

events a dispatcher might encounter as well as depression in the population and 

peritraumatic distress and world assumptions. Further, I found a study that demonstrated 

raised stress levels in dispatchers. However, it focused exclusively on emergency medical 

dispatchers instead of those that work with fire, law enforcement, or a combination of 

services (Bedini et al., 2017). Finally, Steinkopf et al. (2018) conducted one of the most 

recent studies on emergency dispatchers, investigating stress and resiliency and finding 

that stress levels were average among the group. However, they did not compare rates 

among emergency dispatchers to the general public, nor did they investigate causal 

relationships between affect, physical health, and occupational stress. 

Theoretical Foundation 

This study relied on two theoretical frameworks: the cognitive model of PTSD 

proposed by Ehlers and Clark (2000) and the CSDT proposed by McCann et al. (1988) 

and later expanded on by McCann and Pearlman (1990). Both theoretical frameworks 

account for employees who develop PTSD (based on existing diagnostic criteria) and 

those who do not. 
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Cognitive Model of PTSD 

The cognitive model of PTSD proposed by Ehlers and Clark (2000) states that 

PTSD becomes persistent when an individual has a distorted representation of the 

traumatic memory and its connection to autobiographical memories paired with an 

appraisal of the trauma that leads to the sense of a current and serious threat. The sense of 

a serious and current threat results from (a) excessively negative appraisals of the trauma 

or sequelae, (b) a disturbance of the autobiographical memory characterized by imperfect 

elaboration and contextualization, (c) robust associative memory, and (d) strong 

perceptual priming. In other words, individuals with chronic PTSD demonstrated 

appraisals of the trauma that involved highly personalized negative meanings. For 

example, an emergency dispatcher may believe that they are personally incompetent after 

being unable to convince a bystander to provide CPR to a person who is experiencing a 

heart attack. 

The theory explains four reasons a person might involuntarily experience 

traumatic memories associated with a sense of current and severe threat (Ehlers & Clark, 

2000). First, they may have lacked awareness of the self in the past and experienced 

sensations as if they were occurring in the present. Second, individuals experienced 

emotional responses triggered without recollection of the trauma itself. Third, people 

failed to access information from other memory that might be relevant. Finally, a variety 

of stimuli was found to trigger intrusive memories in a sensory way instead of something 

meaningful in nature (i.e., a sound, color, or smell). 
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Ehlers and Clark (2000) suggested three maladaptive behavioral strategies 

commonly employed to control the threat of danger or symptoms of PTSD, including 

directly producing the symptoms, preventing a change in the negative appraisals of the 

trauma, and preventing a modification in the nature of the trauma memory. Examples of 

these strategies include avoidance behaviors, hypervigilance, alcohol or drug use, 

numbing emotions, and ruminating about how the event could have been changed or 

prevented (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Ehlers & Clark, 2000). These 

symptoms, along with avoidance behaviors, emotional regulation problems, and similar 

symptoms, are commonly associated with reduced job satisfaction, negative outlook, and 

poor workplace performance (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Ehlers & Clark, 

2000). 

The theory can relate to the experience of emergency dispatchers. Trauma is 

generally characterized by difficulty retrieving information about the incident and a 

fragmented or disjointed recollection (Goodall et al., 2017), which is relevant for 

emergency dispatchers due to the nature of the work (Klimeley et al., 2018; Krakauer et 

al., 2020; Lilly & Pierce, 2013; Pierce & Lilly, 2012). Emergency dispatchers are often 

exposed to calls that lack visual or physical connections, often resulting in the need to use 

visualization that can leave residual memories of a caller’s emotional state (Adams et al., 

2018). Furthermore, information about what happens after the call is terminated is absent. 

Dispatchers are not generally directly involved in medical procedures, law enforcement 

procedures, or firefighting procedures following the traumatic incident's initial phone 
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call. For example, a dispatcher may take a phone call for a motor vehicle collision where 

a caller describes the scene of a patient crushed inside a vehicle and unconscious. While 

the dispatcher must decide whether to keep the caller safely away from the scene or 

encourage them to wake the passenger up or free them from the vehicle, the call is 

terminated once first responders arrive. The dispatcher is left wondering how many 

patients were involved, whether they survived or perished, and other pertinent details 

surrounding the traumatic event. 

Some organizations have implemented critical incident stress management 

programs to mitigate the effects of PTSD symptoms (Klimeley et al., 2018). There are 

several techniques and strategies used during critical incident stress management 

meetings. Many are focused on bringing all responders together to create a more accurate 

memory of the traumatic event. For example, following a suicide attempt in which a 

dispatcher was told the subject was still alive, an emergency medical responder may be 

able to share that the patient was actually not conscious at the time of the call and had 

perished quickly. Regardless of whether the new information brings comfort, it helps 

reduce the fragmented and disjointed memories Ehlers and Clark (2000) described. 

Building on their research, Ehlers and Clark (2008) noted that one of the most effective 

treatments for PTSD when the order of events is unclear is to write a narrative and 

reconstruct the traumatic event while linking new information that updates the meaning 

of the trauma while elaborating on the instance. 

Nevertheless, overall research on the efficacy of critical incident stress 
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management programs has been mixed. Some studies suggested reduced depression, 

anger, and PTSD symptoms among briefed units, whereas others suggested no impact or 

even worsening symptoms (Klimeley et al., 2018). This is likely the result of being 

unable to account for the multitude of individual factors impacting each employee, paired 

with the theory that individuals with PTSD often view support from others as 

confirmation of an internal detriment (Ehlers & Clark, 2000; Goodall et al., 2017). 

CSDT 

The CSDT was founded on the premise that individuals construct their realities 

based on highly complex cognitive structures referred to as schemas used to interpret 

events (McCann & Pearlman, 1990). Schemas include a set of belief systems, 

assumptions, and expectations that increase in complexity throughout a person’s life 

(McCann & Pearlman, 1990). McCann et al. (1988) identified five key domains that 

impact a person’s response to trauma: needs in safety, trust, esteem, intimacy, and 

control. 

The CSDT also states that exposure to stressful or traumatic events can interfere 

with a person’s cognitive schemas positively or negatively, fundamentally disrupting 

their stability (McCann et al., 1988). The same event can impact people in significantly 

different ways. However, typically an experience is processed through the person’s 

existing schema, becomes tied to specific emotions and thought processes, and is then 

incorporated into the schema to process future experiences (Miller et al., 2010).  

Though changes associated with PTSD tend to have a rapid onset (i.e., following 
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a single traumatic event) and impact behavioral and cognitive constructs, the 

psychological adaptations related to schemas are developed over long periods and can be 

pervasive or even permanent. The inclusion of the CSDT in this study is intended to 

address the fact that not every person exposed to stress or trauma will develop a traumatic 

disorder. However, they will likely experience some changes to their schemas. For 

example, when considering emergency dispatchers, repeated exposure to traumatic 

domestic violence events may impact control, trust, and safety areas. In this way, 

dispatchers who have not developed PTSD based on the diagnostic criteria may still 

demonstrate symptomology associated with vicarious trauma. 

Research Questions and Theoretical Foundation 

There are six research questions outlined in the present study: 

1. Does the education level of the emergency dispatcher predict the existence of 

PTSD based on the PCL-5 cutoff score of 31-33? 

2. Does the education level of the emergency dispatcher predict the severity of 

PTSD symptoms based on the PCL-5? 

3. Does PTSD moderate the relationship between job satisfaction and turnover 

intention? 

4. Does vicarious trauma moderate the relationship between job satisfaction and 

turnover intention? 

5. Is there a relationship between vicarious trauma and PTSD symptoms among 

emergency dispatchers? 
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6. Do vicarious trauma and job satisfaction levels predict the existence of PTSD 

among emergency dispatchers? 

The first two questions are designed to determine whether education level 

contributes to the presence or severity of PTSD based on the diagnostic criteria outlined 

in the PCL-5. These questions are intended to build on the existing theories. Regarding 

the cognitive model of PTSD, Research Questions 1 and 2 may help determine whether 

the fragmented or disjointed memories contribute to the development of PTSD. 

Regarding the CSDT, it may be possible to investigate the relationship between long-

term exposure to traumatic experiences and schema changes.  

Questions 3, 4, 5, and 6 were intended to investigate the relationships between the 

three variables further to determine whether PTSD or vicarious trauma significantly 

impacts job satisfaction levels and whether the two forms of trauma are related to one 

another. Question 5 was designed to understand better whether a relationship exists 

between a person’s response to long-term exposure to changes in their schemas and acute 

traumatic events that trigger PTSD symptomology. Finally, Question 6 was created to 

investigate whether it is possible to identify a predictive relationship for PTSD based on a 

person’s long-term schema changes, education level, and overall happiness with their 

position. 
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Literature Review Related to Key Variables and Concepts 

Emergency Telecommunications 

 Before implementing the three-digit emergency number 9-1-1 in 1968, citizens 

were required to dial a traditional phone number to the nearest police station or fire 

department. Alternatively, they could call the operator and request to be connected. 

Officers and firefighters were responsible for answering these calls, but if there was 

nobody in the office, the call went unanswered (National Emergency Number 

Association, 2018). The first calls were sent to a particular phone in the police 

department. A dispatcher was charged with answering calls and providing responding 

units with information, much like a traditional phone operator (Gardett et al., 2013). 

 In the early 1970s, some discussion about training emergency dispatchers arose 

after a paramedic provided unplanned and unscripted prearrival instructions to the mother 

of a baby boy that was not breathing (Gardett et al., 2016; Zachariah & Pepe, 1995). The 

child's survival prompted a movement to provide prearrival instructions without formal 

protocols. Shortly afterward, Dr. Jeff Clawson began developing protocols for 

dispatchers to prevent EMS abuse and ensure proper training was provided (Gardett et 

al., 2016; Zachariah & Pepe, 1995). Since then, emergency dispatchers nationwide have 

provided support for callers and first-responders alike. 

Modern telecommunicators typically use computer-aided dispatch software and 

rely on algorithms to determine the best course of action and type of response for any 

given situation (Gardett et al., 2016). They are tasked with gathering information about 
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the caller, the situation, the chief complaint, any hazards involved in the situation, and 

providing instruction and guidance to every caller. As Gardett et al. (2016) explained, the 

situation the emergency dispatchers “sees” can improve, exacerbate, or stabilize a patient 

before other responders arrive. 

Emergency dispatchers are the first of the first responders responsible for 

“maintaining the cognitive and emotional resources to perform complex, multiple tasks 

and make precise decisions with fateful consequences under life/death time pressures 

while staying calm” (Baseman et al., 2018, p. 2). Still, they have consistently remained 

categorized as administrative professionals and thus seen as “less critical” in public safety 

(Baseman et al., 2018; Klimeley et al., 2018; Maguire et al., 2018; Riou et al., 2018). 

However, unlike their historical counterparts, modern emergency dispatchers work 

around the clock to handle various tasks ranging from data entry to fully coordinating 

operation activities for a multi-jurisdictional disaster relief effort (Adams et al., 2018). 

Unlike traditional secretaries or telephone operators, modern emergency 

dispatchers are exposed to mental health crises, substance abuse issues, assaults, 

homicides, fires, and other disasters on a regular and recurrent basis. Still, the SOC 

classification paired with the Fair Labor Standards Act requires emergency dispatchers to 

comply with administrative personnel employment standards. These policies require 

emergency dispatchers to work a traditional 40-hour week despite facilities being staffed 

24 hours per day. To meet these needs, the Association of Public Safety Communications 

Officials (2009) found that one supervisor made an additional $30,000 to $50,000 
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annually from overtime, and several employees took on as many as 20 volunteer overtime 

hours each week.  

Staffing Crises 

To understand the crisis surrounding emergency dispatch staffing levels, it is 

necessary to investigate current circumstances in centers across the United States. For 

example, in Marion County, Indiana, the Marion County Sheriff’s Office had budgeted 

for 152 full-time dispatch positions but only had 126 filled at the time of the report 

(Segall, 2020). Additionally, due to the national COVID-19 pandemic, 23 dispatchers had 

resigned or retired, and 28 had to quarantine during the year (Segall, 2020). This 

significant staffing shortage resulted in 911 callers waiting on hold for as long as 6 

minutes. However, the national standard is that 90% of all 911 calls be answered within 

10 seconds. In one case, the delays in answering 911 calls resulted in an ambulance 

arriving 16 minutes after a call to 911 was initiated for a patient in atrial fibrillation, 

which caused a loss of oxygen to the brain (Segall, 2020) 

Similar issues were reported by the Times of Northwest Indiana in Lake County, 

where the center is budgeted for 100 full-time dispatchers, but only 73 were cleared to 

work (Racke, 2019). An audit by the Berkeley, California City Auditor (2019) found that 

their dispatch center was short one full-time 911 dispatcher per shift, Luzerne County, 

Pennsylvania reported 21 telecommunicator vacancies (Learn-Andes, 2020), and Austin, 

Texas reported 28 vacancies (Rucker, 2020). Similar reports were made in Nashville, 

Tennessee, where the center was short 41 positions (Wallace, 2020), and Albany, New 
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York, where there were 16 vacancies (DeFeciani, 2020). Only one article indicated 

staffing levels had returned to normal in Trumbull County, Ohio. However, it was noted 

that overtime hours were still high because one employee was in quarantine, and seven 

others were new hires still being trained for the job (Fox, 2020). Each of these reports 

noted problems with answering 911 calls promptly, requiring full-time dispatchers to take 

on as many as 16 hours of overtime per week (Segall, 2020) or 300 hours per week 

center-wide (Berkely City Auditor, 2019), dissatisfaction with pay (Learn-Andes, 2020; 

Wallace, 2020), long training periods (Pickens, 2020), and low morale among employees 

(DeFeciani, 2020; Segall, 2020).  

Job Satisfaction 

Job satisfaction is one of the trickiest components of the present study. The phrase 

was initially coined by Hoppock (1935), who defined job satisfaction as an employee’s 

subjective response to their working environment's psychological and physiological 

components. Since this initial definition, Fs have further developed and adapted 

Hoppock’s understanding of the construct to create their descriptions. Each emphasizes 

job satisfaction's highly personalized and subjective nature while highlighting the 

importance of external influencing factors (Abuhashesh et al., 2019; de Oliveria et al., 

2019; Spector, 1997; Vroom, 1964). The most inclusive definition, and the one that will 

be used for this study, was proposed by Spector (1997) and supported by Abuhashesh et 

al. (2019), de Oliviera et al. (2019), Fasbender et al. (2018), Lee et al. (2017), and Zito et 

al. (2018). This deceptively simple definition indicates that job satisfaction is an 
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employee’s feelings about their job. 

Measuring Job Satisfaction 

With job satisfaction being defined as simply a person’s feelings about their job, it 

is necessary to investigate how to measure the construct. It would not serve researchers 

well to merely ask an employee whether they are satisfied with a job, as each person has 

a unique set of criteria for measuring job satisfaction (Abuhashesh et al., 2019). For 

example, a person could be happy with pay and benefits but dissatisfied with working 

hours and stress levels.  

Therefore, Spector (1997) identified nine core facets of job satisfaction that will 

be used for the present study. These include pay, promotion, supervision, benefits, 

contingent rewards, operating procedures, coworkers, nature of the work, and 

communication (Spector, 1997). Though initially developed in the late 1990s, these 

constructs have been reiterated by more recent research. Mueller and Kim (2008) 

suggested that specific aspects of job satisfaction included benefits, salary, position, 

growth opportunities, working environment, and employee relationships. Abuhashesh et 

al. (2019) suggested that elements include payment, working hours, schedule, benefits, 

stress levels, and flexibility. These modern constructs closely align with Spector’s (1997) 

factors and support using his definitions, facets, and measurement tool, the JSS, for the 

present study despite the scale's development being more than 20 years old at the time of 

this research.  
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Pay, Bonuses, and Fringe Benefits 

Many researchers agree that an employee’s salary and benefits play an essential 

role in contributing to overall job satisfaction levels (Abuhashesh et al., 2019). For 

example, Lee, Robertson, and Kim (2020) noted that wages are essential for overall job 

satisfaction as employees require money to purchase basic needs such as food, shelter, 

and clothing. In addition to an employee’s base wages, benefits like life insurance, 

retirement plans, paid time off, medical and disability coverage, paid vacation time, 

bonuses, and other compensations were found to have a positive impact on a worker’s job 

satisfaction level (Abuhashesh et al., 2019; Lee et al., 2017; Wang & Seifert, 2017).  

Wang and Seifert (2017) suggested that wages' impact on an employee’s job satisfaction 

is so significant that a reduction in pay may cause high-quality employees to perform 

more poorly or terminate their employment. However, according to Abuhashesh et al. 

(2019), Hamermesh (2001) found that salary increases had only temporary effects on 

employee satisfaction levels. 

Supervision, Operating Procedures, Coworkers, and Communication 

When taken together, immediate supervision, operating procedures, coworkers, 

and communication within the organization are all components of organizational culture, 

sometimes defined as a pattern of values, norms, beliefs, attitudes, and assumptions 

within a workplace (Mesfin et al., 2020). Organizational culture includes a few key 

elements: rewards and recognition, communication, history, behavioral norms, rules, and 

values (Abuhashesh et al., 2019; Lopez-Martin & Topa, 2019; Mesfin et al., 2020).  
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Abuahashesh et al. (2019) noted that organizational culture could positively or 

negatively impact job satisfaction levels. In general, the more encouraging the corporate 

culture, the greater the job satisfaction and commitment from employees. Likewise, 

cultures in which employees do not feel empowered or involved tend to have low job 

satisfaction and performance levels (Abuhashesh et al., 2019; Bowling et al., 2018; 

Mesfin et al., 2020). Potential issues that can reduce job satisfaction include workplace 

harassment, bullying, gossip, unfriendly competition between employees, excessive 

absences, and employment discrimination (Abate et al., 2018). 

Regardless, Mesfin et al. (2020) noted the importance of individual cultural 

differences. The most crucial consideration for increased job satisfaction regarding 

organizational culture is a proper alignment with an employee’s expectations and values. 

Abuhashesh et al. (2019) supported this theory by stating that the best culture is when 

employees hold similar ethical values, form a cohesive team, communicate well, know 

their responsibilities, and understand assessment procedures. 

Contingent Rewards, Promotional Opportunities, and Nature of the Work 

Spector (1994) described contingent rewards as appreciation, recognition, and 

other rewards for a job well done. These rewards, opportunities for advancement within 

the organization, and the work's general nature contribute to an employee's meaning and 

purpose, increasing job satisfaction levels (Rothausen & Henderson, 2019). Abuhashesh 

et al. (2019) explained that training and development improve employee confidence 

levels and enhance the general attitude toward the organization, decrease employee 
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conflict, improve innovation, increase teamwork, and improve overall organizational 

culture. Development can lead to promotional opportunities that reduce boredom from 

repeating the same daily tasks for many years, providing the employee with higher status, 

better wages, and recognition for hard work and loyalty (Abuhashesh et al., 2019; de 

Oliveira et al., 2019). 

Considering Alternative Measurements 

Another scale, the Facet Satisfaction Scale (FSS) (Beehr et al., 2006), was 

considered for this study due to its potential for being more accurate when measuring 

current job satisfaction rates. The FSS is notably shorter than the JSS (25 items versus 

36) and investigates an employee’s subjective satisfaction level on five aspects: work 

itself, supervision, coworkers, pay, and promotional opportunities (Beehr et al., 2006). 

Each element is measured by five items rated on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 

1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), with a few questions being reverse-worded. 

Bowling et al. (2018) investigated the measurement qualities of the FSS and noted 

that it has two potential strengths compared to other scales used for job satisfaction 

levels. First, the FSS has the potential to measure affective content more effectively by 

using language like “satisfied,” “pleased,” and “content,” while other measures 

emphasize the cognitive aspect. Bowling et al. (2018) noted that the JSS appeared to 

assess a mixture of cognitive and affective components and explained that some 

researchers might prefer to evaluate the two aspects separately. 

The second potential strength identified by Bowling et al. (2018) was that each 
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subscale consisted of similar items, which may allow for a more direct comparison of 

results for the various facets measured by the FSS. The similarities facilitated 

organizational functionality diagnoses as the confounds associated with comparing 

affectively worded items with cognitively-framed items were minimized (Bowling et al., 

2018). While Bowling et al. (2018) found the FSS an adequate measure of job 

satisfaction levels using confirmatory factor analysis, the researchers also noted limited 

evidence regarding the scale's reliability and validity.  

Despite being a valid and reliable measure of job satisfaction, the FSS has 

significant limitations. First, the FSS has not been used as widely as the JSS. As a result, 

Spector (2020) was able to provide information regarding norms for sample populations, 

including corrections, education, higher education, manufacturing, medical, mental 

health, nurses, police, retail, social services, private sector, public sector, the nonprofit 

sector, and totals in the United States. Additionally, norms are available for non-U.S. 

populations, including Canada and the United Kingdom, though Spector (2020) notes the 

non-U.S. samples are minimal. Furthermore, individual researchers have effectively 

translated the JSS to more than 30 languages and made it available at no cost to academic 

researchers through Spector’s (2020) personal website. 

Job Satisfaction and Performance 

An et al. (2020) explained that job performance refers to an employee’s ability to 

complete their assigned task-related behaviors. When an employee completes tasks, 

overall quality and productivity are significantly improved for the organization (An et al., 
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2020; Bakkal et al., 2019; Mira et al., 2019; Stefurak et al., 2020). As Abuhashesh et al. 

(2019) noted, employees who are more satisfied with their employment tend to complete 

tasks more effectively, have greater skill and expertise, and maintain jobs for more 

extended periods.  As a result, researchers have long shown interest in the relationship 

between an employee’s job satisfaction level and performance. Mira et al. (2019) noted 

that the complexity of job satisfaction has made it a challenging construct for employers 

to improve globally within the organization but explained that there is a clear positive 

relationship between the two constructs.  

Wolomasi et al. (2019) investigated the relationship between job satisfaction and 

job performance among elementary teachers and found a statistically significant positive 

relationship between job satisfaction and performance. In their study, Wolomasi et al. 

(2019) discovered that when teachers felt satisfied with their work, they were more likely 

to produce more than required. Similar outcomes were found by Stefurak et al. (2020) in 

their study of emergency medical service personnel, An et al. (2020) in their research of 

seafarers, and Abuhashesh et al. (2019) in their research of Jordanian industrial sector 

employees. 

Job Satisfaction and Turnover Intention 

It cannot be stated that employees will leave their employment position simply 

because they are unhappy (Bothma & Roodt, 2013). However, it can be said that job 

satisfaction has a significantly negative relationship with turnover intention (Bakkal et 

al.,2019; Balogun, Andel, & Smith, 2020; Saeed et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2020). In other 
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words, employees with higher levels of job satisfaction are less likely to report turnover 

intention. More on turnover intention will be discussed in this chapter. 

As Bothma and Roodt (2013) noted, some employees cannot leave their jobs due 

to contextual factors like employability and the current labor market conditions. Still, 

turnover intention is a significant predictor of actual turnover, which can wreak havoc on 

an organization due to costs, impaired organizational function, delayed service delivery, 

administrative issues, increased costs for hiring new employees, time spent training new 

workers, and overall morale (Balogun et al., 2020; Bothma & Roodt, 2013; Bakkal et al., 

2019; Saeed et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2020)  

Turnover Intention 

Though seemingly self-explanatory, turnover intention is an employee’s 

conscious and deliberate intention to leave the organization (Bothma & Roodt, 2013). 

Assessing turnover intention is one of the most reliable ways to measure and investigate 

the likelihood that an employee will soon leave their position (Wubetie et al., 2020). 

Bothma and Roodt (2013) cited previous studies that found that turnover intention was a 

reliable predictor of an employee’s actual leaving behavior. All organizations face 

turnover, and while it is not always negative, it does become problematic when turnover 

rates become too high. An abundance of turnover rates typically indicates dissatisfaction 

with the organization or employer and generally results in staff shortages, increased need 

for recruitment, increased training costs, and reduced overall morale among remaining 

employees (Bakkal et al., 2019; Balogun et al., 2020; Bothma & Roodt, 2013; Scanlan & 
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Still, 2019; Zhang et al., 2020). Depending on the situation, turnover can be voluntary or 

involuntary, functional, or dysfunctional, but an employee-employer relationship ends in 

every scenario. 

One way to measure potential employee turnover loss is by investigating turnover 

intention. Turnover intention is described as the extent to which an employee plans to 

leave the organization (Bothma & Roodt, 2013; Scanlan & Still, 2019). Furthermore, 

Saeed et al. (2014) noted that turnover intention is significantly and negatively correlated 

to job satisfaction. In other words, as job satisfaction rates increase, turnover intention 

decreases. 

Trauma 

This study will investigate two types of trauma: PTSD and vicarious trauma. STS 

will also be discussed. Before the development of the DSM-5, STS was not considered a 

clinical diagnosis (Rowden-Foreman et al., 2017). However, Criterion A4 in the DSM-5 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013) makes STS a form of PTSD instead of a 

unique condition for individuals with repeated or extreme exposure to aversive details of 

traumatic events, not through electronic media unless the exposure is work-related. The 

pervasiveness of the term STS makes it essential to address the construct on an individual 

level in this study, but STS will be referred to as PTSD for the present study. 

Emergency dispatchers typically work from remote positions and gather 

necessary information via telephone or radio communications (Golding et al., 2017; 

Kindermann et al., 2020; Krakauer, Stelnicki, & Carleton, 2020; Meischke et al., 2018; 
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Pierce & Lilly, 2012; Scully, 2011; Shakespeare-Finch et al., 2015). Therefore, it would 

be reasonable to suggest that the most likely exposure will come from experiencing 

repeated or extreme exposure to aversive details of a traumatic event as the caller relays 

the situation. Examples of traumatic events dispatchers are frequently exposed to include 

death or severe injury of police personnel, suicide, mass casualty incidents, the passing of 

children, and speaking to individuals in extreme crises (Boland et al., 2018; Steinkopf, 

2020). 

It is essential to note that dispatchers may also be exposed to trauma through other 

methods. Dispatchers directly experience trauma when callers commit acts of violence to 

themselves or others while a phone line is open with the telecommunicator. Because 

emergency dispatchers may live and work in the same community, they are not immune 

from learning that a traumatic event occurred to a family member or friend and may be 

the person to take the call. Finally, in-person exposure may be a concern for specially 

trained tactical dispatchers called on to respond directly to the scene of a situation to set 

up a mobile command post and support communication for a critical incident. 

Though it could be argued that dispatchers are safely away from the trauma scene, 

as Steinkopf et al. (2020) noted, prior research has determined that direct exposure to 

trauma is not required for the development of PTSD. Interestingly, research suggests that 

dispatchers may be at an increased risk of developing a trauma disorder due to their 

limited control in emergencies, decreasing the internal locus of control (Carleton et al., 

2018; Klimeley et al., 2018; Pierce & Lilly, 2012; Steinkopf et al., 2020). 
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PTSD 

While psychological or emotional trauma can take many forms, the two most 

relevant to emergency dispatchers' roles will be investigated for this study.  The first is 

PTSD, a psychiatric disorder outlined in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5), published by the American Psychiatric Association 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). For a clinical diagnosis of PTSD, a person 

must have the following criteria: exposure to actual or threatened death, severe injury, or 

sexual violence via direct experience, witnessing the event in person, learning that trauma 

occurred to a close family member or friend, or experiencing repeated or extreme 

exposure to aversive details of a traumatic event (including through electronic media, 

television, movies, or pictures if related to work) (American Psychiatric Association, 

2013). Suppose one of the conditions of exposure is met. In that case, a clinical diagnosis 

of PTSD also requires the presence of one or more intrusion symptoms, persistent 

avoidance of stimuli associated with the traumatic event following its occurrence, 

negative cognitive alterations or mood, and marked alterations in arousal or reactivity 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013).  Furthermore, the duration of symptoms must 

exceed one month, cause distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other 

functioning areas, and not be attributable to substance use or another medical condition. 

STS 

STS results from continually hearing difficulty or upsetting information and an 

overwhelming desire to help the individual experience the trauma (Branson, 2019; Bride 
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& Kintzle, 2012 ). Kindermann et al. (2020) explained that Figley coined the term STS in 

1995 to describe a condition that met all criteria for diagnosing PTSD except for direct 

exposure to the trauma. Before the publication the DSM-5 (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013), STS was not considered a clinical diagnosis. Additional research 

leads to the inclusion of criterion A4 under the diagnostic criteria for PTSD, making it a 

form of PTSD instead of a unique condition (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 

Criterion A4 states that individuals may qualify for a diagnosis of PTSD if they 

experience repeated or extreme exposure to aversive details of the traumatic events. A 

special note states that this criterion applies to television, electronic media, movies, or 

pictures if the exposure is work-related.  

It is more critical to differentiate STS/PTSD from vicarious trauma, discussed 

below.  STS and PTSD consist of established symptomology in intrusion, avoidance, and 

hyperarousal. However, vicarious trauma refers to the changes an individual experiences 

in their cognitive schemas of self, others, and the world. While STS/PTSD may have a 

rapid onset, vicarious trauma is a slow process of change over time (Branson, 2019; 

Finklestein et al., 2015; Foreman, 2018; Kindermann et al., 2020). 

Vicarious Trauma 

Vicarious trauma is a form of indirect trauma that occurs when individuals, most 

commonly in a counselor role, interact with clients who have been traumatized (Benuto et 

al., 2018). This term was initially coined to describe a condition experienced by therapists 

in the early 1990s but has since been used to describe similar situations for other helping 
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professions as researchers recognize that other employees are exposed to past client 

traumas (Benuto et al., 2018; Foreman, 2018; Newman et al., 2019). For those with 

vicarious trauma, this interaction results in a specific set of negative changes that may be 

physical, neurological, emotional, mental, cognitive, or sexual (Branson, 2019). These 

changes may disrupt the person’s cognitive schemas, beliefs, expectations, or 

assumptions about themselves and others (Branson, 2019; Foreman, 2018; Newman et 

al., 2019). As Newman et al. (2019) noted, these changes may initially result in feeling 

incompetent or powerless, distrustful, unsafe, vulnerable, disconnected from others, or 

generally pessimistic; however, there can be more serious outcomes when left untreated. 

Branson (2019) explained that, like primary traumas, the symptoms associated 

with secondary trauma forms could be physical, neurological, emotional, mental, 

cognitive, or sexual and closely resemble those outlined by the APA in the DSM-5.  

Specifically, symptoms associated with vicarious trauma include unwanted or intrusive 

thoughts, avoidance behaviors, negative coping skills, increased absenteeism from work, 

hyperarousal, loss of motivation and work ethic, reduced longevity in the field, stress-

induced medical conditions, poor decision-making, apathy, and a pessimistic view of the 

world (Branson, 2019; Foreman, 2018; Newman et al., 2019). 

Summary 

The existing literature has clearly defined job satisfaction's role in an employee’s 

performance, attendance, relationships, knowledge and skills, and longevity (Abuhashesh 

et al., 2019; Bowling et al., 2017; Wolomasi et al., 2019). Furthermore, it is well 
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documented that job satisfaction is essential in reducing turnover rates, resulting in loss 

of productivity, profit losses, decreased efficiency, and increased costs (Balogun et al., 

2020; Scanlan & Still, 2019). Existing literature also explained that the best way to 

measure employee turnover is to investigate turnover intention (Wubetie et al., 2020). 

However, what is still unknown is whether trauma serves as a moderating variable 

between the two constructs when looking at a position like that of an emergency 

dispatcher.  

Overall, very little literature exists on the position of emergency dispatcher. While 

some studies investigate stress (Bedini et al., 2017) and the psychological well-being of 

public safety telecommunicators (Golding et al., 2017; Shakespeare-Finch et al., 2015), 

virtually no studies investigate whether trauma plays a role in a dispatcher’s overall job 

satisfaction or turnover intention. What is known is that there is potential for emergency 

dispatchers to encounter traumatic experiences and develop trauma disorders (Bedini et 

al., 2017; Golding et al., 2017; Klimeley et al., 2018; Lilly & Pierce, 2013; Pierce & 

Lilly, 2012). Furthermore, Klimeley et al. (2018) established that the prevalence of PTSD 

was similar for law enforcement, firefighters, and dispatchers and found that perceived 

lower-ranking, limited control over the situation, and decreased organizational support 

were risk factors for dispatchers. 

Historically, emergency dispatchers have been viewed as clerical personnel with 

responsibilities akin to a traditional secretary. As a result, much of the existing research 

into emergency services has excluded dispatchers in favor of medical, fire, or law 
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enforcement personnel due to their physical presence at the scene of a crisis (Dunn et al., 

2017; Marmar et al., 2006; Hartley et al. 2013). However, as the United States passes the 

50th anniversary of the creation of 911, politicians and researchers are finally starting to 

investigate the significant impact emergency dispatches can have on the overall outcome 

of a crisis. This study will help identify one of the critical causes of turnover intention 

among emergency dispatch centers across the United States or show that trauma has 

minimal impact and instead build the academic foundation for determining what other 

factors contribute to the issue.  
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

This quantitative study aimed to investigate the impact trauma may have on the 

relationship between job satisfaction levels and turnover intention among emergency 

dispatchers in the United States. This study can inform future research on 

telecommunicators, support political efforts to reclassify dispatching as a protective 

occupation in the SOC, and help identify support measures such as health and wellness 

programs. This chapter provides an overview of the research design and methodology 

used to collect and analyze the research question. 

Research Design and Rationale 

This study involved a quantitative nonexperimental research methodology in 

examining the influence PTSD and vicarious trauma have on job satisfaction levels and 

turnover intention among emergency dispatchers in the United States. I sought to 

determine to what extent emergency dispatchers experience PTSD or vicarious trauma to 

further contribute to the existing knowledge base on the subject. This study was 

correlational with a moderator analysis in which the moderator variable is trauma as 

measured by the PCL-5 (Weathers et al., 2013) and the VTS (Vrklevski & Franklin, 

2008). The predictor variable was job satisfaction as measured by the JSS (Spector, 

1994), and the criterion variable was turnover intention as measured by the TIS-6 (Roodt, 

2004). The moderator variables were PTSD measured by the PCL-5 (Weather et al., 

2013) and vicarious trauma measured by the VTS (Vrklevski & Franklin, 2011). 

Surveys were chosen for this study as they provide a quantitative description of 
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trends, attitudes, or opinions of a sample population so the researcher can make 

generalizations about the population (Creswell, 2009). Data for this study were cross-

sectional as opposed to longitudinal. Responses based on participant experiences within a 

specific time frame are outlined within each survey tool (Creswell, 2009). Self-report 

surveys were the best option for this study based on the nature of the variables. Data 

collection involved an online survey using the existing instruments to reach the 

geographically dispersed population.  

Methodology 

Population 

The population for this study was emergency telecommunicators over 18 working 

in the United States at primary or secondary PSAPs. Participants were employed to 

answer emergency and non-emergency calls for services and dispatching units in 

response to these calls. Participants should have completed training and be able to operate 

fully independently. Qualified participants should provide services for one or more of the 

following: firefighters, law enforcement, or emergency medical personnel. 

Sampling and Sampling Procedures 

Though a simple random sampling procedure would provide the most 

generalizable results for this study, the method does not identify the correct population 

group, is not cost-effective, and is unrealistic. Therefore, non-probability sampling 

methods were used for this study. Specifically, convenience sampling was used to 

identify nonrandom members of the population that are qualified to participate in the 
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survey, are accessible, are willing to participate, and are available at the study time 

(Etikan et al., 2016). The convenience sample was restricted to telecommunicators with 

access to an online-based survey within the United States for this study. Because of 

convenience sampling, the research will be less generalizable and may be inadvertently 

biased as the sample population will not represent the larger group (Elfil & Negida, 

2017). 

I employed a multistage sampling technique to increase the generalizability of this 

study’s results. The population was divided into geographically diverse clusters (Groves 

et al., 2009). Under the U.S. Department of Justice, the Federal Bureau of Investigation 

(FBI) identified four regions for uniform crime reporting in the United States used for 

this purpose (U.S. Department of Justice, 2017). These regions include the Northeastern 

States, Midwestern States, Southern States, and Western States, as well as the subregions 

New England, Middle Atlantic, East North Central, West North Central, South Atlantic, 

East South Central, West South Central, Mountain, and Pacific (U.S. Department of 

Justice, 2017). 

G*Power version 3.1.9.7 (Erdfelder et al., 2007) was used to conduct a power 

analysis for this study. With a medium effect size of f2= 0.15, a significance level of α = 

0.05, a power level of 0.95, and a single predictor, this study’s minimum required sample 

size is 89 cases. I did not employ stratification. 

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection 

After Walden University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval (approval 
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no. 05-13-21-0554231), I contacted each region between five and 10 PSAPs to solicit 

participation voluntarily. These agencies were selected from national databases of a 

national directory of tribal, federal, state, county, and municipal law enforcement 

administrations. These directories include the 2020 National Directory of Law 

Enforcement Administrators (37,000 listings), the National Directory of Public Safety 

Answering Points (5,500 listings), the 2020 National Directory of Fire Chiefs and EMS 

Administrators (36,000 listings), and the National Directory of County Emergency 

Management Agencies (3,700 listings; National Public Safety Information Bureau, 2020). 

Additionally, social media may be used to recruit voluntary participants or contact 

administrators for PSAPs.   

Once agencies were selected, representatives were contacted via email, telephone, 

or social media websites like LinkedIn or Facebook to determine their willingness to 

participate and distribute recruitment material. Initial contact included an overview of the 

study paired with inclusion criteria. An alternative agency was selected if the agency 

representatives were unwilling to participate. Initial contact included information about 

the study’s purpose, participant eligibility, and the voluntary and confidential nature of 

the study. Furthermore, I included my personal contact information, informed consent 

information, and a link to the online survey once it was established. The initial data 

collection period began at six weeks, with additional outreach following this period until 

the sample size was met. The total number of police, fire, and ambulance dispatchers in 

the United States in 2019 was 98,300 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018).  
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Participants were provided with a link to an online survey that included screening 

questions intended to determine their age and education level. Information provided on 

the study, conducted through SurveyMonkey, was moved to a password-protected 

computer accessible only by me. Participants were informed of all risks and benefits 

involved in participation, and any identifying information will only be available to me 

and the chair. No identifying information is attached to the data. Participants were also 

informed that there is a rare possibility that they would experience distress due to the 

survey. Phone numbers for the crisis hotline were provided with other available 

resources. Benefits of participation include enhanced scientific knowledge of how trauma 

impacts telecommunicators. Participants indicated that they had read the informed 

consent and agreed to continue before moving forward with the survey. 

Instrumentation and Operationalization of Constructs 

The predictor variable (job satisfaction), moderator variables (PTSD and vicarious 

trauma), and the criterion variable (turnover intention) were measured using standardized 

instruments that are both valid and reliable when used for their respective constructs. 

JSS 

Job satisfaction is influenced by many factors that vary from person to person. It 

has been most concisely described as how people feel about their job (Abuhashesh et al., 

2018). Existing studies consistently show that job satisfaction is directly related to 

increased employee performance, productivity, and reduced turnover intention (Lee et al., 

2017; Mira et al., 2019). For this study, job satisfaction was measured by the JSS 
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(Spector, 1994). The JSS was initially developed by Spector (1994) to determine the 

extent to which a participant likes their job. The instrument is a self-administered survey 

consisting of 36 questions. A specific item on this tool is, “I sometimes feel my job is 

meaningless.” Participants are asked to rate these items on a subjective 6-point Likert 

scale ranging from 1 (Disagree very much) to 6 (Agree very much). Each item provides 

ordinal data. Although it has some limitations, including overall length, the JSS has 

demonstrated high internal consistency ranging from α = .60 to .91 (Spector, 1994). Test-

retest reliability ranged from .37 to .74 over 18 months. Spector also reported a high 

validity for the JSS with scores ranging from .61 to .80. The JSS has been successfully 

used on multiple employee populations in the United States.  

When using the JSS, negatively worded items must be reverse scored before 

summation. These include items 2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18, 19, 21, 23, 24, 26, 29, 31, 

32, 34, and 36 (Spector, 1994). A composite score is calculated by summing the scores 

for each item. Scores can also be calculated for each of the nine facet subscales. For 

subscales, a score of 4 to 12 indicates dissatisfaction, 16–24 indicates satisfaction, and 

12–16 is ambivalent. For the composite score, 36–108 is dissatisfied, 114–216 is 

satisfied, and 108–144 is ambivalent (Spector, 1994). 

PCL-5 

For this study, PTSD symptoms were measured by the PCL-5 without Criterion A 

(a brief narrative assessment of the traumatic incident) to prevent additional emotional or 

psychological distress caused by being asked to recall the trauma. The PCL-5 is a self-
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report measure consisting of 20 items developed to assess the presence and severity of 

PTSD symptoms using the criteria outlined in the DSM-5 (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013). The PCL-5 was initially created by the Veterans Integrated Service 

Network’s 4 Mental Illness Research, Education, and Clinical Center, collaborating with 

the National Center for PTSD.   

A specific item listed in the PCL-5 is, “In the past month, how much were you 

bothered by blaming yourself or someone else for the stressful experience or what 

happened after it?” Participants are asked to rate each item on a 5-point Likert scale 

ranging from 0 (Not at all) to 4 (Extremely). This scale provides ordinal data for the 

study. The PCL-5 can be used as a diagnostic aid since an overall score of more than 31–

33 suggests the likely presence of PTSD. Additionally, therapists can utilize the PCL-5 

by treating each item rated at 2 (Moderately) or higher and help determine the severity of 

PTSD using the overall total score. Blevins et al. (2015) found the PCL-5 exhibited 

strong internal consistency (α = .94), test-retest reliability (r = .82), convergent (rs = .74 

to .85) and discriminant (rs =.31 to .60) validity (p. 489). 

A composite score can be calculated by summing the score for each item on the 

measure. Cluster severity scores can be obtained by adding items within each cluster. For 

this method, Cluster B includes Items 1 through 5, Cluster C contains Items 6 and 7, 

Cluster D includes Items 8 through 14, and Cluster E includes items 15 through 20. A 

score above 31–33 indicates the probable presence of PTSD based on diagnostic criteria 

and reported symptoms. Higher scores indicate that symptoms are more severe, whereas 
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lower scores indicate symptoms are less severe or not present. An additional dummy-

coded value of 0 will represent scores less than 31 to mark the unlikely presence of PTSD 

based on the recommended cutoff for the PCL-5. A value of 1 was assigned for scores 31 

or greater to reveal the probable existence of PTSD. 

VTS 

The VTS published by Vrklevski et al. (2008) is a self-administered survey 

consisting of eight questions rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly 

disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). On this scale, a typical item is, “My job involves 

exposure to distressing material and experiences.” The scale was initially validated using 

a sample of criminal lawyers but has since been evaluated using multiple populations, 

including social workers and victim advocates (Benuto et al., 2018). Per Benuto et al. 

(2018), the overall internal consistency value for the VTS ranged from α = .77 to .83, 

indicating that it is highly reliable. Though validity was supported in this study, a precise 

measurement was not provided. 

A composite score is calculated by summing the score for each item on the VTS. 

Composite scores less than 28 indicate low vicarious trauma, whereas those greater than 

43 indicate high vicarious trauma. Scores between 28 and 43 suggest moderate vicarious 

trauma (Newman et al., 2019). 

TIS-6 

The TIS-6 is a shortened version of the original TIS published by Roodt (2004). 

The original TIS consisted of 15 items, while the TIS-6 consisted of 6. A typical item on 
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the TIS-6 is, “How satisfying is your job in fulfilling your personal needs?” Participants 

are asked to rate each item on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 to 5. The Likert item ratings 

are unique to each question, with some items being reverse scored. Bothma and Roodt 

(2013) found that the TIS-6 could measure turnover intentions with high reliability at α = 

.80 and distinguish between employees who left and those who stayed. Validity was also 

confirmed in this study for the TIS-6.  

The composite score is calculated following the reverse scoring of labeled items. 

A composite score can then be calculated by summing the score of each item. Higher 

scores indicate that a person has a higher turnover intention, while lower scores indicate a 

lower turnover intention. 

• Level of measurement: Ordinal 

• Number of items: 6 

• Scale for each item: 1-5 

• The total possible range of scores: 6-30 

Data Analysis Plan 

The proposed study will examine potential correlation and moderation effects 

among multiple variables. Specifically, this study will investigate whether there is a 

correlation between a dispatcher’s education level and the existence and severity of 

PTSD. This study also investigates whether vicarious trauma, education level, and job 

satisfaction rates are predictors for PTSD among telecommunicators. Finally, this study 

aims to determine whether a relationship exists between vicarious trauma and PTSD for 
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respondents. This study's predictor variables are job satisfaction as measured by the JSS 

and education level. This study's criterion variable is turnover intention as measured by 

the TIS-6, and the moderator variables are PTSD and vicarious trauma as measured by 

the VTS. Demographic variables will be examined using regression analyses to determine 

possible covariates. These include gender, race, age, education level, income level, 

relationship status, and religious affiliation.  

All data will be analyzed using IBM Statistical Program for Social Science 

(SPSS) version 27 provided by Walden University at no cost for this study. Additionally, 

Hayes’ (2020) PROCESS macro add-on version 3.5 for SPSS will be used to test for 

moderation. Data will be checked for errors using frequency distribution in SPSS. Any 

values outside the minimum or maximum allotted values for each variable will be 

identified, corrected, or removed. For example, on the PCL-5, scores can range from 0 to 

80. Anything below 0 or above 80 will need to be reviewed. Missing values will also be 

identified using frequency analysis. SPSS offers the option to replace missing values with 

the series mean. Cronbach’s alpha will measure questionnaire internal reliability for each 

of the four scales (JSS, TIS-6, PCL-5, and VTS). Data will be analyzed using descriptive 

statistics, Pearson’s coefficient correlation analysis, Spearman’s correlation, and 

regression analysis. Data will be checked for linearity and normality through a visual 

examination of scatterplots. Research questions and associated hypotheses are presented 

below. 
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The following research questions are based on the potential relationship between 

the symptoms of PTSD, vicarious trauma, job satisfaction, turnover intention, 

telecommunicator age, and education level.  The hypotheses have been constructed using 

the research questions as a guide, and the testing instruments include the PCL-5, VTS, 

TIS-6, and the JSS. 

Research Question 1: Does education level predict the existence of PTSD based 

on the PCL-5 cutoff score of 31-33? 

H01: Education level does not predict the existence of PTSD based on the PCL-5 

cutoff score of 31-33. 

Ha1: Education level does predict the existence of PTSD based on the PCL-5 

cutoff score of 31 

Research Question 2: Does education level predict the severity of PTSD 

symptoms based on the PCL-5? 

H02: Education level does not predict the severity of PTSD symptoms based on 

the PCL-5. 

Ha2: Education level does predict the severity of PTSD symptoms based on the 

PCL-5. 

Research Question 3: Does PTSD moderate the relationship between job 

satisfaction and turnover intention? 

H03: PTSD does not moderate the relationship between job satisfaction and 
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turnover intention among dispatchers. 

Ha3: PTSD moderates the relationship between job satisfaction and turnover 

intention among dispatchers. 

Research Question 4: Does vicarious trauma moderate the relationship between 

job satisfaction and turnover intention? 

H04: Vicarious trauma does not moderate the relationship between job satisfaction 

and turnover intention among dispatchers. 

Ha4: Vicarious trauma moderates the relationship between job satisfaction and 

turnover intention among dispatchers. 

Research Question 5: Is there a relationship between vicarious trauma and PTSD 

symptoms among emergency dispatchers? 

H05: There is a relationship between vicarious trauma and PTSD symptoms 

among emergency dispatchers. 

Ha5: There is no relationship between vicarious trauma and PTSD symptoms 

among  emergency dispatchers. 

Research Question 6: Do vicarious trauma and job satisfaction levels predict the 

existence of PTSD among emergency dispatchers? 

H06: Vicarious trauma and job satisfaction levels do not predict the existence of 

PTSD among emergency dispatchers. 

Ha6: Vicarious trauma and job satisfaction levels do not predict the existence of 

PTSD among emergency dispatchers. 
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For Research Question 1, a chi-square crosstabulation was conducted to estimate 

the likelihood that PTSD is present given the employee’s education level. For Research 

Question 2, to ensure participants with sub-threshold or partial PTSD are not excluded 

from this study, the severity or overall composite scores was evaluated in addition to the 

possible existence of PTSD. A one-way ANOVA will be used to assess this relationship. 

Multiple regression analysis was employed for Research Questions 3 and 4 to 

investigate the potential moderating relationships between job satisfaction, PTSD or 

vicarious trauma, and turnover intention. Research Questions 3 and 4 were grouped 

together due to their similarities; however, it should be noted here that vicarious trauma 

and PTSD are unique constructs despite sharing many symptoms (Branson, 2019; 

Finklestein et al., 2015; Foreman, 2018). The potential effects of PTSD on the 

relationship between job satisfaction and turnover intention could be unique from 

vicarious trauma's possible effects on these variables.  For example, an emergency 

dispatcher with PTSD might be experiencing severe avoidance symptoms that result in a 

desire to leave the position despite being relatively satisfied.  Alternatively, an emergency 

dispatcher with vicarious trauma may be increasingly unsatisfied with the job due to 

increased cynicism toward clientele (Branson, 2019; Foreman, 2018) but have little intent 

to leave the position. While this research takes the approach that vicarious trauma and 

PTSD are unique, it should be noted that some literature suggests that symptoms of the 

two conditions are the same (Finklestein et al., 2015). 

For Research Question 5, Regression analysis was used to explore the potential 



64 

 

relationship. Although vicarious trauma and PTSD share many symptoms, they are 

unique constructs. Vicarious trauma results from accumulated exposure to secondary 

trauma, while PTSD can develop after just one traumatic incident (Branson, 2019; 

Foreman, 2018). Additionally, vicarious trauma can result in apathy, anger, or cynicism 

toward clientele generally not associated with PTSD (Branson, 2019). Lanier and Carney 

(2019) established a statistically significant positive relationship between vicarious 

trauma and subthreshold or partial PTSD among a population of 220 counselor educators. 

Still, this relationship has not been well investigated in other groups.  

Finally, for Research Question 6, no available research investigated the potential 

effects of trauma and overall job satisfaction on PTSD among this population. This 

question was developed out of the desire to understand better whether an individual or a 

combination of job satisfaction and vicarious trauma symptoms could predict the 

likelihood of developing PTSD symptoms above the cutoff score designated by the PCL-

5. The knowledge from this research question may allow employers to better target 

employees at an increased risk for developing PTSD to ensure they are given access to 

appropriate resources. Simply logistic regression will be employed to investigate this 

potential relationship. 

Threats to Validity 

As Creswell (2009) noted, validity is an essential component of research that 

refers to the idea that the design and instrumentation used to measure what was intended 

to be measured. This assumption allows valid conclusions to be developed from the data 
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analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias, 2008). Threats to 

validity frequently arise in the research design, instrumentation development or 

implementation, and generalization of the results. While efforts can be made to minimize 

validity threats, they cannot be eliminated and thus must be acknowledged. 

Internal threats to validity primarily impact the reliability of the results and the 

extent to which the outcomes can support a cause-and-effect relationship. Common 

threats to internal validity relevant to this study include selection biases, history, and 

instrumentation (Creswell, 2009). 

The primary internal threat to this study's validity is the inability to select a fully 

randomized sample population (Creswell, 2009; de Vries, 1986). Frankfort-Nachmias and 

Nachmias (2008) explained that selection bias occurs when participants who have been 

chosen to participate have different characteristics from those who have not been selected 

and thus are predisposed to have specific outcomes. To reduce this bias, researchers can 

choose participants at random. However, despite having some randomness in the 

selection methods for the sample population, cluster sampling partnered with 

convenience sampling introduces a potential for sampling bias. Sampling bias could limit 

the results' generalizability since emergency dispatchers who voluntarily participated in 

the study may have differing responses from those who did not volunteer (Creswell, 

2009; Groves et al., 2009). 

History refers to events outside the researcher’s control that may impact one or 

more participants in ways that unduly influence the study's outcome (Creswell, 2009). 
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For emergency dispatchers, this may include a significant event such as an officer-

involved shooting, natural disaster, official recognition, or traumatic event that influences 

the responses to the surveys or the participants' response rate. Mitigation techniques for 

this internal threat to validity include implementing a cross-sectional design and 

recruiting participants from across the United States to reduce the impact of events that 

affect only one geographic location. 

Instrumentation refers to the administration, scoring, and psychometric properties 

of the survey tools used for the study (Creswell, 2009). This threat to internal validity 

will be minimized by using standardized instruments with published reliability and 

validity information. 

In addition to threats to internal validity, threats to external validity must also be 

addressed. These include various components that impact the generalizability of the 

study's results and conclusions to the greater population (Groves et al., 2009). Creswell 

(2009) outlined three specific threats to external validity, including the interaction of 

selection and treatment, setting and treatment, and history and treatment. Because this 

study is limited to emergency dispatchers or telecommunicators in the United States, it is 

not generalizable to the non-telecommunicator first responders or any other individuals 

exposed to traumatic events.  

Although emergency dispatchers will voluntarily complete the self-administered 

survey, how the physical setting impacts response rates or responses is unknown. For 

example, a dispatcher responding to the study in the workplace may provide more 
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emotionally charged answers than completing the survey at home. This can be mitigated 

through anonymity, but it must also be assumed that the participants will respond 

accurately and honestly. Finally, this study's results will be time-bound. They cannot be 

generalized to past or future situations as the outcomes may change with new legislation, 

experiences, or generational differences among participants (Creswell, 2009).  

Ethical Procedures 

Researchers should always strive to maintain the highest ethical standards in their 

work to avoid any situation that might disrespect or harm the participants involved. 

Modern ethical research should be based on a realistic assessment of the potential for 

harm and benefit to participants of a study (Clark, 2019). To mitigate any ethical issues 

and ensure full compliance with the National Commission for Protection of Human 

Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research Act, this proposal and all components 

required will be submitted to the Walden University IRB for review before any 

participant recruitment or data collection. This study's primary ethical concerns involve 

recruitment procedures and data collection related to mental wellness. 

To minimize or eliminate ethical concerns, I plan to recruit participants through 

agency representatives while maintaining anonymity by not gathering any personally 

identifying information from the participants. There will be no coercion during this 

process, and an emphasis will be placed on the voluntary nature of this study. Obtaining 

informed consent is essential during the recruiting process and can be challenging when 

implementing any self-administered survey (Clark, 2019). The informed consent 
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language must be clear and easy to understand while ensuring the participants know what 

will occur during the study. All participants will be provided with contact information for 

the researcher, information regarding the survey itself, informed consent, and a notice of 

the right to withdraw. There will be no incentives to participate in this study or any 

deception during the research. 

While the purpose of this study is not to clinically diagnose individuals for PTSD 

or vicarious trauma, it is possible that surveys could trigger some distress as participants 

respond to the questions. Participants will be provided with the current 24-hour toll-free 

crisis intervention telephone number, links to the live chat options, and any other 

available resources at the beginning and end of the survey to mitigate a crisis and ensure 

the safety of those responding. Electronic data will remain anonymous, accessible to only 

the researcher and the dissertation committee. All information will be kept on a 

password-protected computer. Online surveys will likely be conducted through 

SurveyMonkey as this software provides quality options that protect anonymity and do 

not collect any personally identifying information, including computer IP addresses. 

Summary 

Data will be gathered electronically using four scales that were previously 

developed and validated: the PCL-5 (Weathers et al., 2013), JSS (Spector, 1994), TIS-6 

(Roodt, 2004), and the VTS (Vrklevski & Franklin, 2008). Basic demographic 

information will also be gathered, and participants will need to acknowledge informed 

consent materials before continuing with the surveys. Qualified respondents will be over 
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18 years of age and currently working as emergency telecommunicators from multiple 

geographic locations in the United States based on Groves et al. (2009) and identified by 

the U.S. Department of Justice (2017) for uniform crime reporting. The data will be 

analyzed using descriptive statistics, Pearson’s coefficient correlation analysis, 

independent samples t-test, and regression analysis. 
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Chapter 4: Presentation of Results and Findings 

This quantitative study aimed to investigate the impact trauma may have on job 

satisfaction levels and turnover intention among emergency dispatchers in the United 

States. All participants were required to be currently working in a primary or secondary 

PSAP and be 18 years of age or older. Respondents were also required to be fully 

independent and not in a training position at their job. For this study, voluntary 

participants were invited to complete an anonymous online survey with no qualitative 

information asked to protect the integrity of any classified information they may be privy 

to. Six research questions guided this study: 

• Research Question 1: Does the education level of an emergency dispatcher 

predict the existence of PTSD based on the PCL-5 cutoff score of 31-33? 

• Research Question 2: Does the education level of an emergency dispatcher 

predict the severity of PTSD symptoms based on the PCL-5? 

• Research Question 3: Does PTSD moderate the relationship between job 

satisfaction and turnover intention? 

• Research Question 4: Does vicarious trauma moderate the relationship 

between job satisfaction and turnover intention? 

• Research Question 5: Is there a relationship between vicarious trauma and 

PTSD symptoms among emergency dispatchers? 

• Research Question 6: Do vicarious trauma and job satisfaction levels predict 

the existence of PTSD among emergency dispatchers? 
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This chapter will provide information on demographics, data collected, data analysis, 

evidence of validity and trustworthiness, results, and a brief introduction to Chapter 5.   

Data Collection 

Data collection began once committee members and IRB approved this study. I 

sent emails and text-based messages for this study, made phone calls, and posted on 

social media pages to invite participants to partake in this voluntary study. Participants 

were provided with a link to an anonymous online survey created through SurveyMonkey 

that could be completed at any time on a device with internet access. Including a question 

requiring informed consent, participants were asked to answer 80 questions from the JSS, 

PTSD Checklist, VST, and TIS-6, in Appendix B. Though it was a lengthy survey, the 

average time for completion was about 8 minutes, indicating the time burden was lower 

than the original estimation. 

The data collection process for this survey began on May 31st, 2021. One final 

response was submitted on August 2nd, 2021. During the first week, there were 97 

responses. Week 2, June 7th to 13th, yielded 71 replies, and Week 3 yielded 20 additional 

responses. Five other persons responded during the weeks of July 19th to August 2nd. A 

total of 193 responses were collected during this survey. After removing incomplete 

surveys and one ineligible response based on location outside the United States, N = 138 

samples were available for analysis. 

Demographics 

This study included only individuals over 18 years of age currently employed as 
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emergency telecommunicators in the United States. Table 1 reflects the participant age 

range reported for this study. Of the 138 valid respondents, the most strongly represented 

age group was 35 to 44, with n = 42.  

Table 1 

Participant Age Range 

Age range in years n Percentage of total 

18-24 10 7.25% 

25-34 28 20.29% 

35-44 42 30.43% 

45-54 38 27.54% 

55-64 17 12.32% 

65+ 3 2.17% 

 

Figure 1 shows the participants’ race. Most participants, 131, reported being 

White or Caucasian. This sample population somewhat resembled the national statistics 

provided by the U.S. Census Bureau (2019) in that the majority identified as White or 

Caucasian. Similar rates were also present for Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 

and American Indian or Alaska Native. However, the population was not representative 

of other races such as Black or African American, Hispanic or Latino, or Asian or Asian 

American. A breakdown of population race responses can be seen in Figure 1, and a 

comparison between the sample and the national population is portrayed in Figure 2. 
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Figure 1 

 

Participant Race 

 

Figure 2 
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In terms of gender, most participants, n = 115, identified as female, and n = 23 

identified as male. No respondents identified as any gender option other than male or 

female, but nonbinary, transgender, intersex, or declining to respond were available 

options. The U.S. Census Bureau (2019) estimated a total population of female persons at 

50.8%, indicating that males are underrepresented in this study compared to national 

statistics. 

Table 2 shows that n = 38 participants reported graduating from college. Except 

for not attending school, all education levels were represented, and two participants 

documented technical degrees. These rates seem to closely align with the national 

education level, in which 88% of the population are high school graduates or above, and 

32.1 percent have a bachelor’s degree or higher (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). 

Table 2 

Highest Education Level Completed 

Education level n Percentage of total 

Did not attend school 0 0.00% 

Graduated from high school 14 10.14% 

1 year of college 24 17.39% 

2 years of college 36 26.09% 

3 years of college 10 7.25% 

Graduated from college 38 27.54% 

Some graduate school 3 2.17% 

Completed graduate school 11 7.97% 

Other 2 1.45% 

 

Table 3 documents the participant's marital status. None of the participants 
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reported being separated for this study, though all other categories were represented. Of 

the respondents, 68.84% reported being married or cohabiting.  

Table 3 

 

Marital Status of Participants 

Marital status n Percentage of total 

Single 23 16.67% 

Married or cohabitating 95 68.84% 

Widowed 1 0.72% 

Divorced 17 12.32% 

Separated 0 0.00% 

Other 2 1.45% 

 

Participant income levels are documented in Table 4. The most-commonly 

reported income level was between $30,000 and $49,999 for n = 56. Income ranges from 

$15,000 to $29,999 to over $150,000 were represented by this population. No 

respondents indicated an income of less than $15,000 annually.  

Table 4 

 

Participant Income Level 

Income level n Percentage of total 

Under $15,000 0 0.00% 

$15,000 to $29,999 6 4.35% 

$30,000 to $49,999 56 40.58% 

$50,000 to $74,999 41 29.71% 

$75,000 to $99,999 22 15.94% 

$100,000 to $150,000 9 6.52% 

Over $150,000 4 2.90% 

 

Table 5 shows the religion of the participants. Ninety reported Christianity as 

their religion. Ten respondents marked “other” for religion. These responses included 
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Wiccan, Catholic, spiritual, Paganism, and eclectic blends.  

Table 5 

Participant Religion 

Religion n Percentage of total 

Atheist or Agnostic 20 14.49% 

Christian 90 65.22% 

Muslim 0 0.00% 

Jewish 1 0.72% 

Buddhist 1 0.72% 

Hindu 0 0.00% 

I prefer not to say 16 11.59% 

Other 10 7.25% 

 

Table 6 shows participants from each region and subregion selected for this study. 

Geography was widely dispersed, though some areas were not represented during this 

study. Specifically, Hawaii, Alaska, Oklahoma, Rhode Island, New Hampshire, 

Delaware, and Mississippi were not represented. Guam, the Federated States of 

Micronesia, Marshall Islands, Palau, Puerto Rico, the District of Columbia, and American 

Samoa were not represented. Northeastern states were the least represented in this sample 

size, with n = 19.  
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Table 6 

 

Participant Location 

Geographical region N Percentage of total 

Northeastern States 19 13.77% 

New England 9 6.52% 

Middle Atlantic 10 7.25% 

Midwestern States 33 23.91% 

East North Central 21 15.22% 

West North Central 12 8.70% 

Southern States 40 28.99% 

South Atlantic 26 18.84% 

East South Central 9 6.52% 

West South Central 5 3.62% 

Western States 46 33.33% 

Mountain 28 20.29% 

Pacific 18 13.04% 

 

Descriptive Statistics and Scale Results 

PCL-5 

Participants were asked to complete 20 questions rated on a 0 to 4 Likert-type 

scale to assess PTSD symptomology. The PCL-5 showed excellent internal consistency 

with α = .94. The total score was calculated by adding each score to a total sum. Scores 

higher than 31-33 indicate a higher likelihood of PTSD. Total scores fall between 20 and 

80 points for all respondents, and no questions are reverse scored. SPSS descriptive and 

frequency analysis showed that n = 103, or 74.64%, reported scores greater than 31 (the 

low-end cutoff criteria). Furthermore, n = 96, 69.57%, scored greater than or equal to 33 

on the PCL-5. For this population, M = 42.52, significantly above the high-end cutoff of 

33. Figure 3 shows the frequency distribution.  
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Figure 3 

 

PCL-5 Frequency Distribution 

 
 

JSS 

For the JSS portion of the survey, participants were asked to answer 36 questions 

on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 to 6. SPSS was used to reverse code selected items 

per Spector’s (1994) instructions. Total scores can range from 36 to 216, with higher 

scores representing higher levels of job satisfaction. The ranges are 36 to 108 for 

dissatisfaction, 144 to 216 for satisfaction, and between 108 and 144 for ambivalent. 

The JSS showed internal consistency with α = .907. All subscales except 

operating conditions also showed good internal consistency. For the subscales internal 

consistency values were as follows: pay α = .887; promotion α = .767; supervision α = 

.878; fringe benefits α = .812; contingent rewards α = .735; operating conditions α = .494, 

inter-item correlation was .194; coworkers α = .748; nature of the job α = .805; 
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communication α = .767. Internal consistency for the operating conditions subscale was 

poor. With the removal of Question 15 relating to efforts being blocked by red tape, 

internal consistency would have improved to α = .528.  

The largest group of respondents, n = 66, scored in the ambivalent area for job 

satisfaction rates. Approximately 48% of respondents were ambivalent, 24% were 

satisfied, and 28% were dissatisfied. Figure 4 shows the frequency distribution for the 

JSS scores for this group of participants, which falls along the normal curve.  

Figure 4 

JSS Frequency Distribution 

 
 

VTS 

The VTS published by Vrklevski et al. (2008) is a self-administered survey 

consisting of 8 questions rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 7. Composite 

scores are calculated by summation of all items on the VTS. Total scores can range from 
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7 to 56. Composite scores less than 28 indicate low vicarious trauma, while those greater 

than 43 indicate high vicarious trauma. Scores between 28 and 43 suggest moderate 

vicarious trauma (Newman et al., 2019). This group of participants reported scores 

ranging from 20 to 56, with a mean of 36.15. The VTS showed acceptable internal 

consistency with α = .782. For this study, about 7% of participants reported low levels of 

vicarious trauma. An additional 55% reported moderate vicarious trauma, and 38% 

reported high levels of vicarious trauma. Of the participants, 93 percent (n = 128) 

reported at least moderate levels of vicarious trauma. 

TIS 

Finally, participants were asked to complete the TIS-6. The TIS-6 is a 6-item 

scale rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale. A total summation is calculated from the six 

items with a range of 6 to 30, with higher scores indicating a higher turnover intention. 

The TIS showed excellent internal consistency with α = .819. The TIS-6 scores had a 

mean of 18.98 with a full range of 6 to 30. There is no documented categorization for the 

TIS-6, but for this population, M = 18.98, and the mode was 23. 

 

Research Questions 

Research Question 1 

Research Question 1: Does education level predict the existence of PTSD based 

on the PCL-5 cutoff score of 31-33? 

H10: Education level does not predict the existence of PTSD based on the PCL-5 
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cutoff score of 31-33. 

The results of this study failed to reject the null hypothesis for this research 

question. There was no statistically significant relationship between education level and 

the existence of PTSD found during this study. The first step to assess this research 

question was to create a variable in SPSS for PCL scores greater than or equal to 31 – the 

lowest PCL-5 cutoff score that indicates the likely presence of PTSD, thus creating a 

nominal binary dependent variable. For this variable, dummy coding was used. A score 

of 0 indicated a sum of less than 31, and a score of 1 indicated a sum of 31 or greater. A 

chi-square for independency test was conducted through SPSS to determine whether a 

possible relationship existed between education level and the possibility of PTSD based 

on the PCL-5 cutoff score of 31. 

Table 7 shows a violation of assumptions for the chi-square test. SPSS 

calculations showed that seven cells (43.8%) had an expected count of less than 5, greater 

than the allotted 20% typical with the chi-square test. Furthermore, the likelihood ratio 

showed X2 (7, N = 138) = 14.28, p = .046, which indicates no statistically significant 

relationship between the variables. 

Table 7 

 

Chi-Square Violation of Assumptions 

 Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 11.690a 7 .111 

Likelihood Ratio 14.282 7 .046 

Linear-by-Linear Association .976 1 .323 

N of Valid Cases 138   

a. 7 cells (43.8%) have an expected count of less than 5. The minimum expected count is 

.51. 
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Two key assumptions are required to conduct the chi-square test: Variables must 

be categorical and consist of two or more independent groups (McHugh, 2013). For this 

study, education level and the dichotomous variable created from the PCL-5 cutoff score 

are considered categorical and independent. A participant cannot be a member of more 

than one group. Table 8 shows the crosstabulation information from the chi-square test 

conducted in SPSS. The crosstabulation indicates most groups (except those marked 

Other for education level) had some representation for scores less than 31 and 31 or 

greater on the PCL-5.  

Table 8 

 

Crosstabulation Education and PCL Categorical Score 

What is the highest level of education 

you have completed? 

PCL Score Value 

.00 (Under 31) 

PCL Score Value 

1.00 (Over 31) 

Total 

Other (please 

specify) 

Count 0 2 2 

Expected Count .5 1.5 2.0 

Graduated from 

high school 

Count 6 8 14 

Expected Count 3.6 10.4 14.0 

1 year of college 
Count 1 23 24 

Expected Count 6.1 17.9 24.0 

2 years of 

college 

Count 10 26 36 

Expected Count 9.1 26.9 36.0 

3 years of 

college 

Count 1 9 10 

Expected Count 2.5 7.5 10.0 

Graduated from 

college 

Count 13 25 38 

Expected Count 9.6 28.4 38.0 

Some graduate 

school 

Count 1 2 3 

Expected Count .8 2.2 3.0 

Completed 

graduate school 

Count 3 8 11 

Expected Count 2.8 8.2 11.0 

Total 
Count 35 103 138 

Expected Count 35.0 103.0 138.0 
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Research Question 2 

Research Question 2: Does education level predict the severity of PTSD 

symptoms based on the PCL-5? 

H20: Education level does not predict the severity of PTSD symptoms based on 

the PCL-5. 

This study failed to reject the null hypothesis as there was no statistically 

significant relationship between the education level and severity of PTSD symptoms 

based on the PCL-5. A one-way ANOVA was intended to assess the relationship between 

the variables for this study. However, six assumptions must be met when using a one-way 

ANOVA (Navarro, 2020).  

Assumption one requires that the dependent variable be measured at the interval 

or ratio level. The PCL-5 scores are on a continuous scale of 0 to 80, with a true zero 

indicating an absence of any of the variable. There is an order among the scores, but it 

cannot be stated that a score of 30 is three times worse than a score of 10; therefore, this 

variable is measured on an interval scale. Assumption two requires the independent 

variable to contain two or more categorical, independent groups. Education level was 

divided into eight separate groups for this study. No participants were part of more than 

one education category, thus meeting assumption two. Assumption three requires 

independent observations, which means there is no relationship between the responses in 

each group or between the groups themselves (Navarro, 2020). In other words, the 

measurements from each respondent are in no way related to the measures of another 
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respondent. Assumption four requires no significant outliers. SPSS showed no outliers 

for the PCL-5 or the education level. 

Assumption five requires the dependent variable to be approximately normally 

distributed for each category of the independent variable. This assumption was tested 

using the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality and was violated for three groups (2 years of 

college, graduated from college, and completed graduate school), as seen in Table 9. 

Table 9 

 

Violation of Normality 

 

What is the highest level of education 

you have completed? 

Kolmogorov-

Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

      

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

PCL 

Score Other (please specify) .260 2 .    

 Graduated from high school .162 14 .200* .905 14 .133 

 1 year of college .149 24 .182 .935 24 .125 

 2 years of college .121 36 .200* .933 36 .030 

 3 years of college .134 10 .200* .980 10 .965 

 Graduated from college .124 38 .149 .902 38 .003 

 Some graduate school .246 3 . .970 3 .668 

 Completed graduate school .205 11 .200* .847 11 .039 

*. This is a lower bound of the true significance. 

a. Lilliefors Significance Correlation 

Due to the violation of normality in the data, a Kruskal-Wallis H test was used to 

determine if a statistically significant difference existed between education level groups. 

This test showed no statistically significant difference in PCL scores between the groups 

based on education level, X2 (7) = 10.00, p = .188. Mean ranks for each group can be seen 

in Table 10.  
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Table 10 

 

Mean Ranks 

 
What is the highest level of education you have 

completed? 
n Mean Rank 

PCL Score Other (please specify) 2 61.50 

 Graduated from high school 14 50.32 

 1 year of college 24 79.63 

 2 years of college 36 74.76 

 3 years of college 10 89.60 

 Graduated from college 38 61.63 

 Some graduate school 3 52.67 

 Completed graduate school 11 69.55 

 Total 138  

 

Research Question 3 

Research Question 3: Does PTSD moderate the relationship between job 

satisfaction and turnover intention? 

H30: PTSD does not moderate the relationship between job satisfaction and 

turnover intention among dispatchers. 

The results of this study failed to reject the null hypothesis of this research 

question. To address the question, analysis was needed to determine whether a 

relationship existed between job satisfaction and turnover intention. This determination 

was made using the Spearman correlation analysis to accommodate ordinal data. This 

analysis showed a significant negative correlation between job satisfaction and turnover 

intention where rs = -.63, n = 138, p < .001. This relationship can be seen in Figure 5.  
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Figure 5 

 

Scatter Plot of JSS and TIS 

 

 

Once this relationship was confirmed, this research question was addressed using 

multiple regression analysis conducted with Hayes’ (2020) PROCESS macro add-on 

version 3.5 for SPSS. Based on the model summary, when X = JSS, Y = TIS-6, and W= 

PCL, the R2 = 0.39 and p < .001. These results indicate that job satisfaction, PCL score, 

and turnover intention were associated. However, the effect of the moderator value nor 

the interaction between X and Y were statistically significant (p = .77).  

It was determined that decreased job satisfaction is associated with increased 

turnover intention. Still, neither turnover intention nor vicarious trauma are statistically 

significant predictors, nor do they interact significantly. The effect of the TIS score on the 

JSS score was negative but not significant (B = -2.31, SE = .89, p = .01) and the effect of 

VTS was negative but not significant (B = .04, SE = .43, p = .92). 
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Research Question 4 

Research Question 4: Does vicarious trauma moderate the relationship between 

job satisfaction and turnover intention? 

H40: Vicarious trauma does not moderate the relationship between job satisfaction 

and turnover intention among dispatchers. 

The results of this study failed to reject the null hypothesis for this research 

question. This question was addressed using multiple regression analysis conducted with 

Hayes’ (2020) PROCESS macro add-on version 3.5 for SPSS. Based on the model 

summary, when X = JSS, Y = TIS-6, and W= VTS, the R2 = 0.39 and p < .001. These 

results indicate that job satisfaction, vicarious trauma, and turnover intention were 

associated. This relationship is shown in Figure 6. However, neither the effect of the 

moderator value nor the interaction between X and Y were statistically significant (p = 

.95).  

Figure 6 

 

Means Within One Standard Deviation of VTS 
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It was determined that decreased job satisfaction is associated with increased 

turnover intention. Still, neither turnover intention nor vicarious trauma are statistically 

significant predictors, nor do they interact significantly. The effect of the TIS score on the 

JSS score was negative but not significant (B = -2.61, SE = 1.47, p = .08) and the effect 

of VTS was negative but not significant (B = -.01, SE = .71, p = .99). 

Research Question 5 

Research Question 5: Is there a relationship between vicarious trauma and PTSD 

symptoms among emergency dispatchers? 

H50: There is no relationship between vicarious trauma and PTSD symptoms 

among emergency dispatchers. 

The null hypothesis was rejected following the results of this study, indicating a 

possible relationship between vicarious trauma and PTSD symptoms among emergency 

dispatchers. To test this relationship, SPSS was used to run a Spearman correlation for 

the ordinal dataset. Results of the Spearman correlation showed a significant positive 

correlation between PTSD and VTS at rs = .64, n = 138, p < .001. Therefore, it can be 

stated that there is a statistically significant positive relationship between VTS and PTSD 

in this study. This correlation can be seen in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7 

 

Scatter Plot of VTS and PCL-5 

 
 

Research Question 6 

Research Question 6: Do vicarious trauma and job satisfaction levels predict the 

existence of PTSD among emergency dispatchers? 

H60: Vicarious trauma and job satisfaction levels do not predict the existence of 

PTSD among emergency dispatchers. 

The null hypothesis was rejected for this study based on the data collected. A 

simple regression was used to predict whether VTS scores or JSS scores impacted PCL 

scores. VTS scores explained a significant amount of the variance in PCL-5 scores (F (2, 

135) = 57.41, p < .001, R2 = .46, R2
adjusted = .45). The unstandardized regression 

coefficients (B = -.13 for JSS and B = 1.09 for VTS) indicated that an increase in one unit 

on the PCL 5 corresponded to, on average, a decrease in JSS score of .13 points and an 

increase in VTS scores by 1.09 points. The standardized regression coefficients for VTS 
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(β = .60, p = < .001) and for JSS (β = -.21, p = .001) scores indicated that VTS scores 

explained more of the change in PCL scores than JSS scores. 

Tests to see if the data met the assumption of collinearity indicated that 

multicollinearity was not a concern (VTS score tolerance = .95, VIF = 1.06; JSS score 

tolerance = .95, VIF = 1.06). Standard residuals were analyzed on the data, which showed 

no significant outliers (Std. Residual Min -2.64, Std. Residual Max = 2.85). The data also 

met the assumption of independent errors (Durbin-Watson value = 2.15), indicating the 

data is not autocorrelated. The normal P-P plot of standardized residuals showed the 

points were not completely on the line but were close, indicating approximately normally 

distributed errors. The P-P plot can be seen in Figure 8. Finally, the scatterplot of 

standardized residuals showed that the data met the homogeneity of variance and linearity 

assumptions, as shown in Figure 9. 
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Figure 8 

 

Normal P-P Plot of Regression Standardized Residual 

 
 

Figure 9 

 

Scatterplot of Standardized Residuals 
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Summary 

Six research questions were investigated for this study. The first research question 

examined whether education level predicted the existence of PTSD using the cutoff score 

of 31 from the PCL-5. The results of this study indicated no statistically significant 

relationship between education level and the presence of PTSD based on the PCL-5. 

The second research question looked to determine whether education level 

predicted the severity of PTSD symptoms based on composite scores from the PCL-5. 

The results indicated no statistically significant relationship between education level and 

PTSD severity based on the combined score of the PCL-5. 

Research question three examined whether PTSD symptoms moderated the 

relationship between job satisfaction and turnover intention. No statistically significant 

association was identified based on the data collected during this study, which indicates 

that PTSD symptoms did not impact the relationship between job satisfaction and 

turnover intention among the sample population. 

Research question four investigated whether vicarious trauma symptoms 

moderated the relationship between job satisfaction and turnover intention. No 

statistically significant association was identified based on the data collected during this 

study. This indicates that vicarious trauma symptoms did not impact the relationship 

between job satisfaction and turnover intention among the sample population. 

Research question five addressed the relationship between vicarious trauma and 

PTSD symptoms. This study found a statistically significant positive relationship 
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between vicarious trauma and PTSD symptoms. 

Finally, research question six investigated whether vicarious trauma and job 

satisfaction levels predicted the existence of PTSD among emergency dispatchers. This 

study found that increased vicarious trauma symptoms predicted increased PTSD 

symptoms. Additionally, it was found that decreased job satisfaction levels predicted 

increased PTSD symptoms. All scales and subscales used were found to have good 

internal consistency, presented in Table 11. 

Table 11 

 

Cronbach’s Alpha Values 

Scale Subscale Items α Inter-item 

Correlation 

PCL-5  20 .940 .441 

VTS  8 .782 .308 

TIS  6 .819 .433 

JSS  36 .907 .212 

JSS Pay 4 .887 .665 

JSS Promotion 4 .767 .453 

JSS Supervision 4 .878 .658 

JSS Fringe Benefits 4 .812 .523 

JSS Contingent Rewards 4 .735 .412 

JSS Operating Conditions 4 .494 .194 

JSS Coworkers 4 .748 .447 

JSS Nature of the Job 4 .805 .549 

JSS Communication 4 .767 .454 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

This quantitative study aimed to investigate the impact trauma may have on job 

satisfaction levels and turnover intention among emergency dispatchers in the United 

States. Employers can use the results to identify support measures to reduce turnover 

rates at PSAPs. The information from the study may inform future research on 

telecommunicators and support the reclassification of dispatching in the SOC. For this 

study, the predictor variable was job satisfaction rates measured by the JSS, and the 

criterion variable was turnover intention. Trauma was the moderator as there is a 

documented correlation between job satisfaction and turnover intention. This chapter will 

present an interpretation of the findings, limitations of the study, and recommendations 

and implications for this study and future studies. 

Interpretation of Findings 

This study showed that education level did not significantly affect the presence or 

severity of PTSD symptoms among emergency dispatchers. It was also determined that 

neither vicarious trauma nor PTSD symptoms moderated the relationship between job 

satisfaction and turnover intention among the sample population. This population’s 

turnover intentions are slightly elevated, but the national staffing shortage demonstrates a 

deeper underlying problem. However, there was a clear correlation between PTSD and 

vicarious trauma symptoms and a relationship between both types of trauma symptoms 

and job satisfaction. On average, an increase of one unit on the PCL-5 score 

corresponded to a rise in vicarious trauma scores of 1.09 and a decrease in job 
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satisfaction score of .13 points. Though the impact was slight, it was determined that 

increased trauma symptoms corresponded with a reduction in job satisfaction. 

Additionally, it was found that an increase in PTSD symptoms correlated with an 

increase in vicarious trauma. 

Prevalence of Trauma 

The first finding from this study was the prevalence of trauma among emergency 

dispatchers. The sample population showed that 74.64% (103 respondents) scored higher 

than 31 on the PCL-5. These rates indicate a strong possibility that nearly 75% of the 

sample population could meet the diagnostic criteria for PTSD (see Weathers et al., 

2013). Furthermore, 69.57% had scores higher than 33, which indicated the probable 

presence of severe PTSD. The average score of the sample population was also about 43, 

which is significantly higher than the recommended cutoff. This study marks a significant 

increase from similar research showing that between 13.34 and 15.56% of dispatchers 

experienced PTSD (Klimeley et al., 2018). The numbers found in this study also show a 

significant increase from the typical lifetime prevalence of PTSD in adults of 3.5% 

identified by previous research (Pierce & Lilly, 2012). 

Vicarious trauma was also prevalent among emergency dispatchers, with 93% 

reporting at least moderate levels. Only 10 participants of the 138 reported low levels of 

vicarious trauma for this study. There is disagreement on the official guidelines of 

vicarious trauma, so there is no way to compare this information to the general 

population currently available. Still, this baseline information significantly contributes to 
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the literature as vicarious trauma is not widely investigated, especially among emergency 

dispatchers. 

At first glance, this information indicates that emergency dispatchers experience a 

significantly higher amount of PTSD and vicarious trauma than other populations. 

However, there are some limitations to this conclusion. First, the sample population knew 

in advance that this study sought to investigate the potential effect of trauma among 

dispatchers. It is possible that dispatchers who believed they did not have trauma did not 

participate, so the sample population may not fully represent the larger group. 

Additionally, the anonymous nature of the study also could have allowed respondents to 

provide inaccurate or falsified information that skewed the scores relating to trauma.  

Job Satisfaction 

The second finding from this study was that about 47% of respondents were 

simply ambivalent toward their job, about 28% of individuals were dissatisfied with their 

job, and about 24% were satisfied overall. I also found that an increase in job satisfaction 

corresponded with a slight decrease in PTSD symptoms. The correlation here was 

statistically significant, but the effect was subtle. The results indicate that though 

increased job satisfaction is associated with fewer PTSD symptoms, the effect is 

relatively small. 

Similar research showed that national job satisfaction rates in 2020 increased for 

the 10th consecutive year and were at the highest level since 1995 when about 56.9% 

were satisfied with their work (Levanon et al., 2021). However, this research did not 
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elaborate on job satisfaction levels specific to the field of work. Additionally, there is no 

available research on job satisfaction levels specific to emergency dispatching at the time 

of this study, so the results from this survey serve as a baseline for future research. It 

should also be noted that ambivalence toward the job cannot necessarily be distinguished 

as satisfaction or dissatisfaction at this time and would require further investigation. The 

following sections address pay, promotion, supervision, fringe benefits, contingent 

rewards, operating conditions, coworkers, the nature of the work itself, and 

communication.  

Pay 

A slight majority, about 54% of respondents, disagreed with the statement that 

they were being paid a fair amount for the work performed (JSS 1). However, over 68% 

of respondents believed that raises were too few and far between (JSS 10). When asked 

whether respondents felt unappreciated by the organization when thinking about their 

pay, nearly 58 percent agreed with the statement (JSS 19). Of those, 21.74% felt strongly 

about their agreement. Finally, almost 64% of respondents disagreed when asked if they 

felt satisfied with the chances for salary increases (JSS 28). 

There is a significant disparity in pay nationwide for emergency dispatchers, as 

with many positions. The Bureau of Labor Statistics (2021) reported that the median 

annual wage of police, fire, and ambulance dispatchers was $43,290 (about $20.82 

hourly) in May 2020. A search on Indeed.com on November 3rd, 2021, for “911 

Dispatcher” with no location found entry-level positions starting as low as $16.00 per 



98 

 

hour in Baytown, TX, and $13.00 hourly in Clarksville, Arkansas. On the high end, 

emergency communications officers in Fremont, California, offered a starting wage of 

$85,213 (around $43 hourly) up to $103,578 (around $52 hourly), which is more than 

three times that of the Arkansas workers of the same experience level. Pay disparities can 

be attributed to living costs in each geographical region, population density, and agencies 

served. Still, it is worth noting that it can still be difficult to attract employees in areas 

advertising lower startup wages. Additionally, Clarksville is about 70 miles (just over 

one-hour drivetime) away from the city of Conway, where the pay for an emergency 

dispatcher is advertised at $16.00 to $21.00 per hour which is closer to the national 

average. 

Promotions 

When asked about opportunities (JSS 2), nearly 83% of respondents agreed there 

is too little chance for a promotion at their job. Of these respondents, 44% agreed 

strongly with the statement. Respondents also disagreed that well-performing employees 

have a fair chance of promotion (JSS 11). Over 36% strongly disagreed with this 

statement, and nearly 77% disagreed. Furthermore, about 86% of respondents disagreed 

that people in their workplace get ahead as fast as in other places (JSS 20). Finally, an 

overwhelming majority of nearly 74% reported being dissatisfied with chances for 

promotion. 

There are significant limitations when looking at opportunities for promotion for 

an emergency dispatcher. Though many agencies hire emergency dispatchers to work 
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both radios and phones, there is some opportunity for early advancement in other 

agencies. For example, employees may be employed as call-takers or radio operators and 

then promoted to full dispatchers responsible for phones and radio transmissions. 

Different agencies use Emergency Telecommunicator I to III to demonstrate working 

independently on specific calls. Further, there are limited opportunities for first-line 

supervisors. Once that milestone has been reached, the employee would typically need to 

be promoted to the role of center supervisor. Upward movement can be challenging as 

one center supervisor may remain for many years. At the same time, first-line supervisors 

compete for the job upon vacancy. The limited number of posts within each PSAP paired 

with the finite number of potential promotional roles is a definite hindrance for 

emergency dispatchers. 

Supervision 

Supervision was less controversial than in previous subjects. When asked about 

supervisor competency, about 65% agreed that their supervisor was competent (JSS 3). 

Furthermore, nearly 73% disagreed with the statement that their supervisor was unfair to 

them (JSS 12). About 51% felt their supervisor showed too little interest in the feeling of 

subordinates (JSS 21), and over 78% agreed that they liked their supervisor (JSS 30). 

There does not appear to be a strong need to address this area further currently. 

Fringe Benefits 

Fringe benefits can be financial or non-monetary, ranging from free gym passes to 

regular promotions in the workplace (Chukwudumebi & Kifordu, 2018; Kulikowski & 



100 

 

Sedlak, 2017). When asked about fringe benefits, about 41% agreed that they were not 

satisfied with those received (JSS 4), and around 65% felt their benefits were as good as 

most other organizations (JSS 13). Nearly 70% felt their benefits package was equitable 

(JSS 22). Additionally, when asked if there are benefits that respondents did not have that 

they believed they should (JSS 29), over 76% agreed. These mixed results might be a 

good place for further investigation. The language used by Spector (1994) in the JSS was 

likely referring to insurance, 401ks, and retirement plans when the scale was created. 

However, modern fringe benefits include working remotely, access to subsidized meals, 

gym passes, and parking benefits. A majority agrees that some benefit is missing, but it is 

unclear what that benefit is from this study. 

Contingent Rewards 

Contingent rewards are simply a constructive transaction between a supervisor 

and an employee in which positive performance is reinforced (Andersen et al., 2018; 

Hilton et al., 2021). They are typically only given when an employee has been engaged in 

a specific behavior or completed a task. These rewards are most often used to support 

leaders in attaining performance targets, completing required tasks, reducing risks, and 

guiding employee behavior. Typical contingent rewards include material goods like gift 

cards, verbal praise, or other prizes that do not have significant material value but are 

symbolically positive (Andersen et al., 2018). 

Contingent rewards were also assessed using the JSS. When asked if respondents 

felt they received appropriate recognition (JSS 5), just over 67% disagreed to some 
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extent, and 65% disagreed when asked if they thought their work was appreciated (JSS 

14). A substantial majority of nearly 78% agreed that there were few contingent rewards 

for working for their organization (JSS 23), and almost 74% did not feel their efforts 

were rewarded the way they should be. 

Based on this study, many emergency communications officers agree that 

contingent rewards are lacking nationwide. This area warrants further investigation as 

contingent rewards can often be provided at little to no cost and may align with another 

responding unit's recognition. For example, a law enforcement officer receiving a Life 

Saver award for performing effective CPR on an unresponsive patient may align with an 

emergency dispatcher providing quality instructions to the caller. Employee recognition 

may come via newsletter, special announcement, email, or documentation in the 

personnel file. 

Operating Conditions  

Just under 51% of the respondents felt their rules and policies made doing a good 

job difficult (JSS 6), and just under 48% felt their efforts to do a good job were blocked 

by red tape (JSS 15). Just under 51% of respondents thought they had too much to do at 

work, and only 30% felt they had too much paperwork. However, this area is challenging 

to assess since emergency dispatchers’ responsibilities range widely from one 

organization to the next. Some emergency dispatchers are only responsible for taking 

calls and providing information to responding agencies. Others are also responsible for 

maintaining large amounts of records, data entry, and other tasks. The diverse 
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responsibilities may explain why this area was the most evenly divided of all the 

subsections investigated. There is not an overwhelming need to address this area further, 

though there were individual respondents who felt strongly about each of the questions in 

this subsection. 

Coworkers 

There were mixed results regarding coworkers. Nearly 86% of the respondents for 

this survey reported liking the people they work with (JSS 7), and 83% agreed that they 

enjoyed their coworkers (JSS 25). These results were unexpected due to the high-stress 

nature of the surveyed position. However, 71% of the same sample population agreed 

that they had to work harder because of the incompetence of the people they work with 

(JSS 16), and 80% agreed that there was too much bickering and fighting at work. 

These conflicting responses to coworkers warrant further investigation. It is 

possible that emergency communications officers rely on coworkers for companionship 

but not necessarily for assistance with the work itself. The high-stress nature could also 

lend itself to the reports of bickering and fighting at work. More research would benefit 

the literature here. 

Nature of the Job 

As expected, 73% disagreed with the statement that their job was meaningless 

(JSS 8). Of the respondents, nearly 41% stated they felt very strongly about this belief. 

Only seven respondents from the 138 sampled reported not liking doing their required 

work tasks (JSS 17). In other words, nearly 95% of the dispatchers surveyed enjoyed 
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doing their job. To further bolster this statement, almost 93% reported feeling a sense of 

pride in the position (JSS 27), and nearly 83% found their job enjoyable (JSS 35). Many 

public servants are expected to work long hours, through weekends and holidays, and 

various shifts that are not always congruent with a typical lifestyle. These workers tend to 

have passion for what they do to overcome the challenges associated with a poor work-

life balance, high-stress positions, and demanding work schedules.  

Communication 

Perhaps the most surprising result of this study surrounded feelings about 

communication. The role of an emergency dispatcher is based on good communication 

skills, yet this area seems to be lacking for many respondents. Nearly 75% of respondents 

disagreed with the statement that communication was good within their organization (JSS 

9), just under 66% reported that the organization's goals were clear to them (JSS 18), and 

67% agreed that they often feel they do not know what is going on with the organization 

(JSS 26). Finally, about 62% felt work assignments were fully explained (JSS 36).    

Effective communication in the workplace is proactive, polite, constructive, 

professional, transparent, and technologically friendly (Kalogiannidis, 2020; Reddy & 

Gupta, 2020). In the workplace, managers must communicate organizational goals and 

objectives to employees and other stakeholders (Kalogiannidis, 2020; Stacho et al., 

2019). Based on the responses from this study, there seems to be a deficiency in 

downward communication from top to bottom in the organization’s hierarchy. However, 

it is unclear whether horizontal or upward communication are also affected; thus, this 
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area should be further investigated. Effective communication of each type is directly 

related to job satisfaction and employee performance (Kalogiannidis, 2020; Reddy & 

Gupta, 2020; Stacho et al., 2019).  

Turnover Intention 

Although there is no formal documentation for grouping on the TIS-6, it is 

generally understood that a score greater than 18 indicates a likelihood of leaving the 

organization. When splitting the total score into groups of 6 to 18 and 19 to 30 (with 18 

being the midline), it was determined that 44.9 percent of respondents fell in the lower 

half and 55.1 percent fell in the greater half. Unfortunately, there is no recent research to 

compare these turnover intentions, so this data serves as a baseline for future research. 

The most current information regarding turnover rates among emergency dispatchers 

from 2009 indicated about 17 percent annual turnover but did not measure intentions 

(Association of Public Safety Communications Officials, 2009). There is no way to 

determine actual turnover from the results of this study. Still, more than half of the 

respondents would consider leaving their organization if offered a better opportunity.  

Limitations of the Study 

As with most studies, this research is subject to several limitations. The first is the 

lack of existing research on the emergency dispatcher population. Despite the recent 

renewed interest in the field, very little scholarly work emphasizes the emergency 

dispatcher population. As a result, it is challenging to compare the results of this study 

with current data. 
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The second major limitation lies in the voluntary and self-reporting nature of the 

study. The stigma attached to emotional and psychological vulnerability may still be a 

problem among emergency dispatchers due to the potential for occupational 

repercussions like perceived weakness or duty-fitness evaluations. Therefore, potential 

respondents may have chosen not to participate for fear of repercussions. It is also 

possible that emergency dispatchers aware of existing trauma took a greater interest in 

the study and were more strongly represented. As with any voluntary self-reporting 

research, it must be assumed that all participants were genuine in their responses. 

Although the population was not particularly difficult to reach, there were some 

hurdles when reaching out to center supervisors. Two supervisors respectfully declined 

participation in this study as they believed it would place additional emotional strain on 

the employees and exacerbate existing staffing problems. One center supervisor reported 

that the staffing crisis was so severe that the employees would not have time to complete 

the survey. This supervisor chose not to add to the mental burden of the workers by 

asking for an additional task of them.  

The third major limitation is the nature of trauma and PTSD. PTSD and other 

trauma-based psychological conditions can affect a person at any point in their life. The 

causes vary widely, and responses to a traumatic event are highly individualized. The 

disparities in personal and occupational responsibilities, exposure to traumatic events, 

and other factors could contribute to differences in trauma symptoms. However, common 

patterns emerge that allow for diagnoses and assessment of PTSD. The quantitative 
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nature of this study does not support the assumption that the role of dispatching caused, 

aggravated, or in any way contributed to trauma symptoms among the population.  

Finally, there are shortcomings in methods used to assess trauma-based symptoms 

among emergency dispatchers. Specifically, no available measures were designed, 

normed, and validated for use among emergency dispatchers. While validated with 

multiple populations, the PCL-5 and the VTS are not specifically designed for emergency 

dispatchers. 

Implications 

Prevalence of Trauma 

This study indicated that emergency dispatchers have a significantly greater 

prevalence and severity of PTSD symptoms resulting from exposure to trauma. However, 

because it is impossible to determine this trauma occurred in the workplace, another 

unique possibility deserves some consideration: Individuals who work as emergency 

dispatchers may be psychologically prepared for the role. 

 Emergency dispatching is a unique line of work that requires dispatchers to 

quickly process traumatic information, recover from any emotional, cognitive, or 

physical impact it may have on them, and continue working to handle the following 

situation effectively. If a worker cannot effectively isolate these incidents and move 

forward repeatedly throughout their shift, they may not complete the training program or 

maintain employment in the role. Because the respondents in this study were independent 

emergency dispatchers who had completed a training program, they may have been 
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pulling from existing coping skills or personality traits that made them intrinsically more 

successful. 

Defense Mechanisms 

Recent research into how people positively cope with trauma may shed some light 

on this theory. Defense mechanisms, first documented by Sigmund Freud, are 

unconscious operations that protect the Self from the awareness of feelings and thoughts 

of both internal and external stressors (Di Giueseppe et al., 2018; Di Giuseppe et al., 

2020; Di Giuseppe et al., 2021; Gori et al., 2020; Zhao & Ding, 2019). Di Giueseppe et 

al. (2018) investigated eight groups of mature defense mechanisms, including 

anticipation, affiliation, altruism, humor, self-assertion, self-observation, sublimation, and 

suppression. 

Several psychological defense mechanisms and coping skills can be employed to 

quickly separate unpleasant events, actions, or thoughts. Suppression, for example, is the 

act of consciously blocking undesirable ideas, while compartmentalization is the process 

of dividing life into independent sectors (Gori et al., 2020; Zhao & Ding, 2019). These 

defense mechanisms can allow a person to move forward in their day without facing 

specific anxieties or challenges associated with the situation (Di Giuseppe et al., 2021).  

In a literature review by Di Giuseppe et al. (2018), researchers noted that defense 

mechanisms commonly associated with negative attitudes often led to highly positive 

outcomes for patients diagnosed with cancer. It was determined that individuals 

employing mature defense mechanisms had less depression following their diagnosis and 
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an increased survival probability. However, the effect was not observed in patients with 

immature defense mechanisms except for denial (Di Giuseppe et al., 2018).  

Similarly, in a study of frontline health workers during the Covid-19 pandemic, 

those implementing mature defenses reported a greater sense of personal 

accomplishment, ability to withstand or recover from stress, and lower emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and perceived stress (Di Giuseppe et al., 2021). Similar 

results were found in a study of the general population by Gori, Topino, and Di Fabio 

(2020) and among a population of university professors conducted by Zhao and Ding 

(2019). 

Successful dispatchers may employ mature defense mechanisms throughout their 

daily work, which could facilitate the ability to move from one call to the next quickly 

without dwelling on a particularly challenging or traumatic situation. It should be noted 

that these defense mechanisms do not negate the presence of stress, trauma, or 

symptomology associated with a cancer diagnosis (Di Giuseppe et al., 2018). The results 

were typically self-perceived rather than clinically observable, but there seems to be a 

pathophysiological interaction between the implementation of mature defense 

mechanisms and positive physical and psychological outcomes (Di Giuseppe et al., 2018; 

Di Giuseppe et al., 2021; Gori et al., 2020). 

As Di Giuseppe et al. (2018) noted, many defense mechanisms develop from 

exposure to chronic stressors. While defense mechanisms can change with intervention, 

therapy, and even illness, it is generally understood that more mature defense 
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mechanisms originate from immature methods that have developed over time (Di 

Giueseppe et al., 2018; Di Giuseppe et al., 2020; Di Giuseppe et al., 2021; Gori et al., 

2020; Zhao & Ding, 2019).  

Personality Traits 

Another consideration is whether emergency dispatchers pull from subclinical 

maladaptive personality traits. More commonly known as the Dark Triad, researchers 

have historically grouped the socially malevolent traits of Machiavellianism, narcissism, 

and psychopathy (Johnson, Plouffe, & Saklofske, 2019; Kaufman, Yaden, Hyde, and 

Tsukayama, 2019). Overall, individuals high in the Dark Triad traits tend to be callous, 

emotionally detached, lack empathy for those they exploit, engage in emotional 

manipulation, and are low in honesty-humility and agreeableness (Čopková & 

Araňošová, 2020; Johnson et al., 2019; Kaufman et al. 2019).  

However, Kaufman et al. (2019) explained that all people have both light and 

dark personality traits, though we vary in the extent to which we consistently exhibit the 

light or dark patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in our daily lives. Historically, 

research has focused on how the dark personality traits have predicted aversive 

psychosocial outcomes like aggression, violence, low affective empathy, power, money, 

coercive behaviors, and self-enhancement (Grosz, Harms, Dufner, Kraft, & Wetzel, 2020; 

Kaufman et al., 2019). Interestingly, when presenting on a subclinical level, these traits 

are desirable for many helping professions (Čopková & Araňošová, 2020; Grosz et al., 

2020; Kaufman et al., 2019). For example, a highly gifted surgeon may appear 
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emotionally blunted or even cold to the patient to maintain self-composure in the event of 

a traumatic injury or illness. Similarly, a subclinical presentation of inflated self-esteem 

associated with narcissism might translate to the bravery of a firefighter entering a 

burning building. 

Čopková & Araňošová (2020) found that many members of helping professions 

exhibit some characteristics associated with the Dark Triad. The authors argued that 

while members of helping professions do have a desire to help those in need, they may 

also have a second motivation of power or control over a patient, client, or situation 

stemming from subclinical personality traits that facilitate success in the role (Čopková & 

Araňošová, 2020). Furthermore, many of these subclinical traits serve as protection 

against the traumatic experience of helping professions (Čopková & Araňošová, 2020; 

Grosz et al., 2020). 

A person who has already experienced a stressful life may be more successful in 

implementing mature defense mechanisms when compared to someone who has no 

experience with traumatic events. Similarly, a person with subclinical maladaptive 

personality traits may be better suited for the work required of an emergency dispatcher. 

More experience using defense mechanisms could explain why the sample population 

inherently demonstrates a higher prevalence and severity of PTSD symptoms than the 

general public.  

Regardless of the underlying reason for traumatic symptoms in this population 

group, the frequency and severity are significant findings in the study that warrants 
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further investigation. Additional research should be conducted into the underlying 

reasons, emphasizing qualitative narratives, adverse childhood experiences, personality 

traits, and coping mechanisms used by emergency dispatchers. 

Job Satisfaction 

This survey revealed many facets of emergency dispatching where employees are 

generally satisfied. Supervision, operating conditions, coworkers, and the nature of the 

job were usually seen as positive constructs despite some documented frustrations. Areas 

for improvement included communication, pay, promotions, fringe benefits, and 

contingent rewards. As expected, respondents were generally satisfied with their work 

and most working conditions, with a few exceptions.  

Organizational Commitment 

With the seemingly contradictory results on coworkers and supervisors, an area 

for future investigation lies in affective commitment. This study revealed that many 

telecommunicators like their coworkers, but the job was more difficult due to others’ 

incompetence. It also found that while most respondents liked their supervisors and found 

them competent, they also felt that their own needs and emotions were not valued by 

management.  

Odoardi, Battistelli, Montani, and Pieró (2018) identified three types of 

organizational commitment: affective, normative, and continuance. Affective 

commitment refers to the emotional attachment to the organization. Normative 

commitment reflects a sense of obligation to remain with the organization, while 
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continuance commitment is based on the costs associated with leaving (Odoardi et al., 

2018).  

Organizational commitment, especially affective commitment, would be a good 

area for future research among telecommunicators. Workers with a high level of affective 

commitment are driven to work hard, exert more effort, perform better, and make more 

purposeful contributions to the organization (Odoardi et al., 2018; Yukongdi & Shrestha, 

2020). Affective commitment is also one of the best predictors of turnover intention and 

mediates the relationship between workplace incivility and burnout (Liu, Zhou, & Che, 

2018; Ykongdi & Shrestha, 2020).  

The emotional nature of emergency dispatching and the desire to be in a helping 

profession could influence affective commitment among telecommunicators. An 

emotional attachment could explain why turnover rates are not higher despite 

documented frustrations. Liu et al. (2018) suggested that managers can reduce employee 

roadblocks, encourage participation in employee assistance programs, and increase 

available resources to help cope with workplace stressors. Future research could 

incorporate qualitative and quantitative methods to assess affective commitment among 

emergency dispatchers and seek ways to improve it in U.S. PSAPs. 

Working Conditions 

As previously noted, telecommunicators have vastly different responsibilities and 

requirements during their workday based on the organization. Some PSAPs require 

emergency dispatchers to take emergent and non-emergent calls and handle radio traffic 
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and dispatching duties, while others have different positions for the roles. Some 

telecommunicators are also responsible for detention center ongoings and address the 

needs of the public, while others are not. Some agencies have a dedicated records 

department responsible for entering warrants, protection orders, missing persons, and 

other legal documents into a national system. In contrast, other agencies require 

telecommunicators to do these tasks. 

Despite the different task requirements in a PSAP, some similarities should be 

noted. All emergency dispatchers work indoors, have high levels of social contact, and 

are exposed to distracting and uncomfortable sounds and noises. All telecommunicators 

work as response team members, encounter unpleasant, angry, or discourteous callers 

throughout the day, and are responsible for the outcomes of situations.  

Almost all dispatchers are required to work on-site. However, the Arlington 

County Emergency Communications Center (ECC) in Virginia became one of the first 

centers in the nation to implement remote emergency dispatching options in 2020 

(Larson, 2021). The change was a costly endeavor for Arlington County ECC, and the 

services have been limited to fire dispatching due to inherent privacy issues with law 

enforcement (Larson, 2021). Still, call-takers can log in remotely and process emergent 

and non-emergent calls. The move demonstrates a potential for remote work options in 

the future. 

It is difficult to make specific recommendations for improving job satisfaction in 

this area, but it is something to investigate further. Researchers may want to consider 
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qualitative work to determine what responsibilities the telecommunicators have and make 

suggestions for improving working conditions based on those results.  

Turnover Intention 

There are many aspects of emergency dispatching that the employer cannot 

modify. These include the number of calls, types of calls received, and the requirement 

for 24-hour coverage within the center. However, based on the results of this study, there 

are a few areas for consideration to reduce the turnover intention rates among emergency 

dispatchers. Specifically, employers might consider increasing pay, fringe benefits, 

contingent rewards, and improving communication. Increasing the benefits of 

maintaining employment will subsequently increase the cost of finding a new job 

elsewhere (Ramlawati et al., 2021). 

There are two competing theories on increasing salary to reduce turnover 

intention (Ryu & Jinnai, 2021). The first follows the Efficiency Wage Model. This model 

states that higher wages result in job satisfaction and increased retention (Yellen, 1984). 

The second theory suggests that wage is an indicator of competitiveness and superiority, 

allowing employees to remain with their current organization or find better-paying 

options in the community (Ramlawati et al., 2021; Ryu & Jinnai, 2021). However, this 

theory also suggests that employees stay in their workplace if their pay is higher than or 

equal to the opportunity cost offered by alternatives while holding other conditions 

constant (Ramlawati et al., 2021; Ryu & Jinnai, 2021).  

This second construct presents a problem for PSAPs in the United States. Unlike 
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law firms, retail shops, or other fields of employment, there is typically only one PSAP 

for any given geographical region, thus eliminating the opportunity for competition. 

While salary is a factor when considering an alternative career, constructs like flexible 

scheduling, benefits, and the nature of the work weigh more heavily on many minds. 

Often, there is a high cost for shift work, irregular schedules, overtime requirements, and 

emotional labor not found in other career paths. Emergency dispatchers may be willing to 

take a slight cut in pay for the luxury of a stable and reliable schedule or the opportunity 

to work from home in a low-stress environment. Relying on the Efficiency Wage Model 

(Yellen, 1984) is likely the best opportunity to reduce turnover intention for emergency 

dispatchers. The cost of leaving must outweigh the potential benefits for workers to 

increase retention in the company and the field. 

Recommendations 

Continue to Investigate Trauma 

The quantitative nature of this study provided limited insight into how trauma 

could impact job satisfaction and turnover intention among emergency dispatchers. While 

it was determined that trauma does impact overall job satisfaction, a more surprising 

result was the prevalence of trauma symptoms among the population. This finding 

deserves much further investigation into the area. Future studies should investigate the 

prevalence of trauma symptoms and the source using qualitative and quantitative 

methods to contribute to the literature on the subject. Researchers may want to consider 

administering the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) survey to help determine the 
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source of the trauma symptoms. 

Reduce Emotional Labor 

Further investigation should be conducted using scripted protocols to reduce 

emotional labor. Mastracci and Adams (2019) investigated the potential use of scripted 

protocols to minimize the emotional work among emergency dispatchers and found 

promising results. The study showed that when emergency dispatchers were comfortable 

using scripted protocols, surface acting (suppressing emotion to display an expected 

outward affect) was reduced significantly and led to decreased emotional labor 

(Mastracci & Adams, 2019). However, it was also noted that implementing scripted 

protocol could negatively affect emergency dispatchers if perceived as an invasion of 

their autonomy (Mastracci & Adams, 2019). The scripted protocols did not reduce 

turnover intention, but this is an area for further review.  

Next-Gen 911 

In addition to further investigating trauma among dispatchers, it is recommended 

that future research emphasize the impact of Next-Gen 911 (NG911) technology on 

telecommunicators. NG911 is not widespread in the United States, but it is in the testing 

phase among a few PSAPs in the country, and it is on track to be the next phase in 

emergency service. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (p. 2, 2022) 

describes NG911 as “a faster and more resilient system that allows voice, photos, videos, 

and text messages to flow seamlessly from the public to the 911 network.” 

The impact of enhanced visual and audio information on emergency dispatchers 
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should be investigated in the future. Under NG911 technology, telecommunicators may 

be witnessing crimes in progress, view disturbing images sent to the system, and be more 

involved in traumatic experiences than those sent to the 911 network over traditional 

methods. These studies could start with the various testing PSAPs in the United States 

and should be conducted before the technology is widespread to prepare for any 

detrimental effects.  

Increase Access to Mental Health Resources 

One of the most concerning findings of this study was the prevalence of trauma 

symptoms among the sample population. The first step to address this problem is 

increasing access to and using mental health resources for emergency dispatchers. To 

begin with, all PSAPs should offer free counseling sessions through a full-service 

Employee Assistance Program (EAP) that provides more than just simple counseling 

sessions. Employees should be provided with ample information about the program and 

use it and contact information regularly to ensure they know the program is available. 

Attridge (2019) explained that EAPs in the United States first started in the 1930s, and 

today, all federal and state government workers and most large and medium-sized 

employers in the private sector have access to them.  

EAP programs are not typically utilized well, nor are they appropriately 

advertised. “Free EAP” programs (counseling only) average less than 2 percent use 

annually (Attridge, 2019; Milot, 2019). Full-service EAP programs provide more 

integrated services and are used at an average of 4.5 percent annually (Attridge, 2019; 
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Nunes et al., 2017). Despite the limited use, the programs have reduced absenteeism, 

boosting morale, productivity, and retention (Abraham & Whittaker, 2018; Nunes et al., 

2017). 

One key issue with the EAP for first responders and emergency dispatchers is that 

employees must find time to work with a therapist. Still, it is not always practical for shift 

workers or those with unusual or extended working hours. Therefore, it is recommended 

that PSAPs consider incorporating telepsychology options to improve accessibility. 

Options include contracting with local providers who offer telepsychology or providing 

employees with access to subscription-based online counseling options.  

Telepsychology 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, isolation requirements increased the use of 

technology for psychological counseling (Coope et al., 2019). Telepsychology covers a 

range of services, including text messaging for appointment reminders, online coping 

skills, and synchronous or asynchronous counseling appointments (McCord et al., 2020). 

Synchronous meetings may be held via phone call, videoconferencing, instant messaging, 

or online chat, while asynchronous services are provided through message boards, email, 

or text (Cooper et al., 2019; McCord et al., 2020). Telepsychology services were 

effective, feasible, and cost-effective and had positive outcomes for diagnosis, treatment, 

and assessment across many populations (Cooper et al., 2019; Martin et al., 2020; 

McCord et al., 2020). 

Counselors working with telepsychology have the option to practice in multiple 
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geographic regions (pending licensure) and can make their hours based on their own 

needs and those of their clients (Cooper et al., 2019; McCord et al., 2020). 

Telepsychology can help overcome barriers to in-person psychological services, 

including issues with transportation, childcare, illness or injury, or time away from work 

(Cooper et al., 2019).  

Peer Support Program 

One recommendation that shows some potential is to train those in leadership 

positions to recognize and adequately address the stress related to operational issues 

(Chapin et al., 2008). Many organizations have implemented a critical incident stress 

management team following critical incidents, as peer support is essential to recovery 

(Bundy, 2020; Klimeley et al., 2018). However, debriefings do not always include 

emergency dispatchers. Debriefs may occur when the telecommunicator cannot attend 

and are voluntary, so they may not reach the intended audience. The emphasis on peer 

support is designed to help participants feel less isolated, build trust, and more readily 

accept any assistance available (Bundy, 2020; Klimeley et al., 2018).  

Replication of this program within individual departments could reduce on-the-

job stressors. Bundy (2020) surveyed emergency dispatchers and found that social 

support was an essential construct for coping with stress. However, respondents in this 

survey reported more challenges with communication with friends or family outside the 

workplace due to confidentiality factors (Bundy, 2020).  
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Onsite Counseling 

Another recommendation noted by Bundy (2020) is the addition of an on-site 

mental health counselor for emergency dispatchers or other first responders. This option 

was explored by Young et al. (2008) using a volunteer sample population. While the 

researchers found positive outcomes, they noted that additional research is needed to test 

for efficacy among telecommunicators. Fay et al. (2006) also included dispatchers in their 

study on treatment options for first responders and determined that an in-depth retreat 

showed successful outcomes despite being only five days in length. Incorporating an on-

site mental health counselor has the added benefit of providing non-violent callers in 

crisis who are not a risk to themselves or others with an option to talk to someone quickly 

without involving a police officer.  

Support Physical Health 

Bundy’s (2020) investigation also revealed that emergency dispatchers liked to 

exercise when time permitted but struggled to find time outside of work to engage in such 

activities. Exercise improves overall physical and mental well-being, and organizations 

directly benefit from implementing wellness programs (Abraham & Whittaker, 2018). As 

noted by Abraham and Whittaker (2018), studies show that for each $1 spent on wellness 

activities in the workplace, the company's average return on investment (ROI) is about 

$3.  

Employers should consider offering exercise equipment appropriate for the 

position to support employee well-being. Under-desk treadmills, bicycles, or ellipticals 
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are great options that would not impede the duties of an emergency dispatcher. Stretching 

bands, small free weights, and even grip trainers could also be provided with minimal 

impact on required tasks.  

Alternative solutions include providing employees with free gym passes, paid 

time to work out, or creating an exercise room within the PSAP before or after shift. 

These alternatives require sufficient budgeting and staffing and may be less realistic for 

smaller or more rural centers. 

Healthy Eating Habits 

Supporting healthier eating options for PSAPs with a more generous budget may 

be considered. Many emergency dispatchers are confined to the campus, building, or 

even the desk for the entirety of their shift. Some workers have no relief breaks during 

the workday. Meals must be prepared in advance of the workday or come from nearby 

sources, often out of vending machines, which are not the healthiest. 

Organizations could consider further supporting employee wellness by offering 

healthy food options to working employees to encourage good physical fitness. Nanu et 

al. (2020) found that, among hospitality workers, employee meals served a critical role in 

employee retention and job satisfaction. Employee meals served as a non-monetary 

incentive and provided employers with an opportunity to further increase the ROI by 

providing healthy and nutritious food. 

Increase Compensation and Rewards 

The second recommendation based on this study is to increase compensation and 
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rewards for emergency dispatchers. This study showed that most respondents did not feel 

they were rewarded, recognized, or compensated appropriately for their work as 

emergency dispatchers.  

When considering salary, the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2021a) found an average 

hourly wage of all occupations in the United States of $27.07 or $56,310 annually. The 

average hourly salary for Public Safety Telecommunicators in 2020 was only $22.02, 

with the median at $20.82 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021a). Truck transportation 

dispatchers reported an average of $22.51 hourly, while protective service occupations 

working for local government (excluding schools and hospitals) averaged $30.86 (Bureau 

of Statistics, 2021a). 

In 2020, less than 25 percent of all emergency dispatchers made equal to or more 

than the national average pay (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021a). While 

telecommunicators in California reported an average hourly wage of $46.27, those in 

Alabama only earned $12.46 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021a). These low-end salaries 

are especially heinous. Aetna, Aldi, Amazon, Bank of America, Best Buy, Target, 

Chipotle, Costco, CVS, Hobby Lobby, and dozens of other companies offer at least 

$15.00 hourly to start, with many working to increase that amount in coming years 

(Rosenfeld, 2021). Less than $15.00 hourly for an emergency dispatcher is unacceptable. 

Pay comparison is a relatively new contributor to job satisfaction (Drakopoulos, 

2019). Historically, salary secrecy was encouraged by management and human resource 

professionals, but this mentality has recently shifted with the legislation requiring equal 
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pay for work despite gender, age, or other contributing factors (Cullen & Perez-Truglia, 

2018; Sun et al., 2021). Drakopoulos (2019) noted that employees with lower relative pay 

tend to report lower job satisfaction and higher turnover intentions, but those with higher 

relative income did not report higher job satisfaction. It was also noted that job 

satisfaction depends on actual wages and relative wages earned. A 10 percent pay 

increase in a reference group’s wages would require a 24.9 percent increase in the 

individual wages to provide the same level of job satisfaction (Drakopoulos, 2019). 

It is recommended that each PSAP or agency carefully assess their current wages 

and benefits for emergency telecommunicators and adjust them accordingly to improve 

retention and increase job satisfaction within the agency. The accessibility of nationwide 

chains offering more than $15.00 hourly to start should be a discussion point when 

implementing any changes. 

Conclusion 

Emergency dispatchers have been grossly underrepresented in scholarly research, 

but there is a clear need for future investigation in the field.  This study investigated 

emergency dispatchers' trauma, job satisfaction, and turnover intention. It was determined 

that there is a high prevalence of PTSD and vicarious trauma among emergency 

dispatchers, overall job satisfaction was remarkably ambivalent, and turnover intentions 

were slightly higher than average. While it was determined that trauma affected job 

satisfaction, neither PTSD nor vicarious trauma moderated the relationship with turnover 

intention among the sample population.  
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More importantly, this study contributed to the limited literature surrounding 

telecommunicators and created a baseline for future research. The prevalence and 

severity of trauma in emergency dispatchers were surprising but not unexpected. While 

more research is needed in the area, the results of this study should be used as 

justification to increase access to mental health resources for telecommunicators. 

Hopefully, it can also serve as support for reclassifying the position from administrative 

to protective personnel in the SOC. 
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