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ARE WORDS 
HARMFUL?

Fire in a crowded theatre

Calls to enact imminent violence

Direct threats of violence

Verbal abuse?

Verbal abuse causes long-term 

psychological & physical harm
Teicher, Samson, Polcari, McGreenery (2006).  American Journal of Psychiatry



ABUSE VS. 
OFFENSE

Short-term bursts of anxiety are 

not harmful

“Long stretches of simmering stress”

Feldman-Barrett (2017). NYT Opinion

A larger “campaign of abuse”?



INDIVIDUALS VARY IN THEIR 
BELIEF THAT WORDS CAN 

HARM



The WORDS 
CAN HARM 

SCALE

WCHS

Example items:

“I should be careful about what I say, 

as it could permanently damage 

someone's emotional health.”

“Even if  I try to think about them in a 

different way, hurtful words could be 

damaging nonetheless.”

“Even a simple phrase can be 

emotionally traumatizing for someone 

vulnerable.”



FOUR SAMPLES

1. COLLEGE 
STUDENTS

2. ONLINE 
(NO TRAUMA)

3. ONLINE 
(TRAUMA)

4. PSYCHIATRIC 
INPATIENTS





Example items:

“I should be careful about what I 

say, as it could permanently 

damage someone's emotional 

health.”

“Even if  I try to think about them 

in a different way, hurtful words 

could be damaging nonetheless.”

“Even a simple phrase can be 

emotionally traumatizing for 

someone vulnerable.”
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ANXIETY 
SENSITIVITY “Fear of fear”

(Short-term) anxiety is harmful

Fear of bodily sensations (heart 

racing, hyperventilation)

Reiss, Peterson, Gursky, & McNally (1986). Behaviour Research 

and Therapy. 





EVENT 
CENTRALITY

Only measured in trauma sample

Extent to which trauma is 

central to one’s identity

Prospectively predicts PTSD severity

Berntsen & Rubin (2006). Behaviour Research and Therapy. 









CONCLUSIONS
People vary in their belief that 

words can harm

Our sample slightly agrees

Predicts anxiety sensitivity, event 

centrality, perceived vulnerability, 

and support for trigger warnings 



USE THE SCALE: Use the QR code, or visit:

https://paytonjjones.wordpress.com/

presentations/
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