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Emerging methods for studying cultural dynamics allow researchers to investigate cultural
change with newfound rigor. One change that has recently attracted the attention of social
commentators is “concept creep,” the semantic inflation of harm-related concepts such as
trauma, bullying, and prejudice. In theory, concept creep is driven distally by several recent
cultural and societal trends, but psychology also plays a proximal role in developing and dis-
seminating expansionary concepts of harm. However, there have been few systematic
attempts to document concept creep and none to explore factors that influence it. The present
work reviews concept creep from the perspective of cultural dynamics and lays out a con-
ceptual framework for exploring processes implicated in it. Illustrative analyses are pre-
sented that apply computational linguistic methods to very large text corpora, including a
new corpus of psychology article abstracts. They demonstrate that harm has risen steeply in
prominence both in psychology and in the wider culture in recent decades, and that harm-
related concepts have inflated their meanings over this period. The analyses also provide evi-
dence of dynamic relationships between the prominence and semantic breadth of harm-
related concepts, and between psychology and the culture at large. Implications are drawn
for theory and research on concept creep.

Public Significance Statement
This study indicates that concepts of harm have broadened their meanings and become
more prominent in psychology over the past half century. It suggests that similar changes
have occurred in the culture at large, and that the respective changes may be dynamically
linked. These findings signal that psychology is implicated in an important cultural shift.
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Culture is increasingly conceptualized as a distribution of
socially transmissible information. This conceptualization is
now prominent in psychology (e.g., Chiu & Hong, 2013;
Heine, 2020; Kashima, 2008), anthropology (e.g., Boyd &

Richerson, 1985; Sperber, 1996), and biology (e.g., Cavalli-
Sforza & Feldman, 1981; Mesoudi, 2011). Understood in this
fashion, cultural dynamics are the processes by which informa-
tion is created or imported, transmitted or remembered, and
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transformed or forgotten within a society. These processes
unfold in many ways and at many levels, from the interpersonal
communication of individuals to the tectonic shifts of whole
societies (Kashima et al., 2019). If the study of culture is, as
Sperber (1985) argued, the “epidemiology of representations”
(Sperber, 1985), then cultural change is akin to the spread of
viruses (e.g., Lamberson, 2016) or the diffusion of technologi-
cal innovations (e.g., Rogers, 2003). Cultural epidemiologists
can investigate what information spreads, how fast it spreads,
and who spreads it.
The psychology of cultural dynamics has itself spread

rapidly (for reviews, see Kashima et al., 2019; Varnum &
Grossmann, 2017), in part aided by new conceptual tools
and data-intensive diachronic methodologies. Although
some have studied cultural persistence (e.g., Alesina et al.,
2013), many researchers have documented and sought
to explain shifts on broad cultural dimensions such as
individualism (e.g., Greenfield, 2013; Hamamura, 2012), as
well as in the meaning of more specific concepts such as
happiness (Oishi et al., 2013) and nature (e.g., Kesebir &
Kesebir, 2017; Wolff et al., 1999). They have plotted trans-
formations at timescales of decades or centuries. These
shifts are assessed as historical changes in the prevalence or
salience of classes of ideas or practices indexed from
archival or behavioral trace data (Kashima, 2014). Common
examples include the relative frequency of words or phrases
of interest (e.g., baby-names) in large text corpora (e.g., the
“culturomics” approach launched by Michel et al., 2011), or
average scores on self-report measures of psychological
properties.
For example, rising individualism—one of the focal

points of investigation—might be inferred from increasing
frequencies of first-person pronouns (e.g., Hamamura &
Xu, 2015; Twenge et al., 2012) or words associated with
individualism in the Google Books corpus (e.g., Greenfield,
2013; Grossmann & Varnum, 2015); from cohort effects in
scores on narcissism scales in a cross-temporal meta-analy-
sis (Twenge & Foster, 2010) or from shifting life aspira-
tions and self-views taken from yearly surveys of American
high school students and undergraduates (e.g., Twenge &
Campbell, 2008; Twenge et al., 2012). These methods of
quantifying alterations in the prevalence, salience, or
endorsement of ideas and practices allow the trajectories
of cultural changes to be described and their potential
determinants to be evaluated statistically. In the case of
individualism, recent research has highlighted the role of
socioecological factors such as economic wealth and urban-
ization, disaster and pathogen prevalence, and the spread of
marriage and family practices encouraged by the Catholic
church as potential drivers (e.g., Grossmann & Varnum,
2015; Santos et al., 2017; Schulz et al., 2019; Varnum &
Grossmann, 2017).
This dynamic approach may shine a light on “concept

creep” (Haslam, 2016; Haslam et al., 2020). This term

identifies a tendency for concepts related to harm—that is,
those associated with suffering, damage, and destruction on
the one hand, and associated concepts of care, safety, and
protection on the other (cf. Moral Foundations Theory; Gra-
ham et al., 2009)—to have broadened their meanings in
recent decades. For example, concepts such as trauma and
bullying have crept if they now refer to a wider range of
phenomena than they did in earlier times (e.g., less severe
or vicarious experiences of adversity coming to be concep-
tualized as traumas or online intimidation being added to
the definition of bullying). Concept creep has received sig-
nificant attention from social commentators in recent years
in connection with the so-called culture wars, recent
upheavals on college campuses (e.g., Campbell & Manning,
2018; Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018), and debates over conten-
tious ideas such as trigger warnings, safe spaces, microag-
gressions, and the limits of free speech. However, it has
received vastly less attention from researchers than more
well-established cultural dimensions. There has been almost
no work to date investigating concept creep as a diachronic
phenomenon, despite it being framed explicitly as a histori-
cal change process. The emerging psychology of cultural
dynamics should provide a toolkit for making sense of this
process. This article presents an overview of theory and
research on concept creep, explores how the cultural dy-
namics approach might illuminate it, and provides a prelim-
inary, illustrative analysis that demonstrates how that
approach might be addressed in a rigorous research pro-
gram, using the tools of computational linguistics and time
series analysis.
Applying a cultural dynamics lens to concept creep may

not only refine our understanding of the phenomenon but
also contribute to the elaboration of how we understand cul-
tural dynamics. Compared with most recent psychological
work in this field, research on concept creep has a few
points of distinctiveness. First, concept creep is a relatively
circumscribed cultural-historical phenomenon, involving a
specific set of concepts changing in a particular way over a
few decades. In this respect it contrasts with recent psycho-
logical research on changes in broad cultural dimensions
such as individualism-collectivism (Kashima, 2001). Sec-
ond, concept creep directly implicates changes in semantic
representations, whereas changes in individualism and
related cultural dimensions primarily refer to values and
practices rather than word meanings (although it is possible
that changes in individualism may be reflected in changes
in the meaning of the individual). It is particularly well
suited to an “epidemiology of representations” approach.
Third, whereas most quantitative studies of cultural dynam-
ics assess them in terms of the prevalence of particular con-
tent, as in the word frequency-based methods used in
“culturomics” (Michel et al., 2011), concept creep primarily
involves changes in the meaning rather than prevalence or
prominence of ideas. Another way to express this point is
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that past cultural dynamics research has generally focused
on people’s changing psychological relations to particular
referents (i.e., the people, things, events, and situations to
which words or other signs refer) and assumed that the
sign-referent relations are stable over time. In contrast, con-
cept creep research is concerned with historical shifts in
people’s understandings of sign-referent relations: how
words can come to signify a broadening range of referents.
Finally, the theory of concept creep is distinctive in the con-
text of prior research on cultural dynamics in proposing
somewhat novel influences on the phenomenon. Whereas
accounts of changes in some broad cultural dimensions may
invoke socioecological determinants, concept creep is
attributed in part to the diffusion of ideas from the academic
discourse of psychology into the wider culture. Although
concept creep might originate from other sources—political
elites, thought leaders, social media, other corners of the
academy—diffusion from our discipline has particular im-
portance to psychologists. Studying concept creep from the
perspective of cultural dynamics affords the possibility of
examining new kinds of dynamic influences on culture.

Concept Creep: Theory

Characterizing Concept Creep

Haslam (2016) initially laid out his account of concept
creep by presenting case studies of six concepts in wide-
spread use within psychology. The concepts were diverse,
falling within the domains of developmental and organiza-
tional psychology (abuse, bullying), clinical psychology
(addiction, mental disorder, trauma), and social psychology
(prejudice), and were intended as illustrative examples
rather than an exhaustive set. Haslam presented historical
analyses of the use and definition of these concepts within
psychology and cognate fields to argue that their meanings
had progressively expanded over time. For example, when
“bullying” was introduced to psychology in the 1970s it
was applied to a specific form of peer aggression among
children, restricted to behavior that was repeated, inten-
tional, and carried out in the context of a power imbalance
where the perpetrator dominated the victim in age, size, or
number, for example. In later decades, bullying scholarship
gradually relaxed each of these conditions: bullying could
be identified in cases where behavior was unrepeated, unin-
tentional, and carried out by a perpetrator of equal or lower
power or status. The behavior recognized as bullying
increasingly included acts of omission such as shunning or
passive exclusion, and bullying also came to be used to
refer to inappropriate behavior among adults in workplaces.
As a result, the term encompassed a much broader range of
acts and experiences than it had at its inception. It is this
broadening of the range of referents to which harm-related
concepts apply that is the essence of concept creep.

Haslam (2016) offered similar accounts of the semantic
inflation of the other putatively creeping concepts. Active
“abuse” increasingly came to incorporate passive neglect,
and forms of “emotional abuse” were added to the primarily
physical forms that were initially recognized. The sphere of
mental disorders expanded with each successive edition of
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM), and criteria for some disorders became more
relaxed and inclusive so more people met them. Definitions
of trauma broadened the range of traumatic events recog-
nized as possible occasions for posttraumatic stress disorder
from experiences that were personally life-threatening to
those that were witnessed or experienced vicariously.
Addictions expanded to accommodate behavioral addictions
involving compulsive gambling or shopping rather than
being restricted to dependency on ingested substances. The
meaning of prejudice grew to include animosities to a wider
range of groups and was also expanded to include uncon-
scious, aversive, or “modern” forms in addition to overt
bigotries. The semantic enlargement revealed by these
examples took two main forms, according to Haslam
(2016). In “vertical creep” concept meanings became less
stringent by a relaxation of criteria or a lowering of a
threshold, such that less severe or intense phenomena came
to be regarded as examples of the concept (e.g., vicarious
trauma, unrepeated bullying). As a result, the concept
comes to be used in ways that seem hyperbolic from the
perspective of its earlier meaning. In “horizonal creep,” by
contrast, concepts broaden by incorporating qualitatively
different and new phenomena (e.g., addition of new
domains of psychopathology in DSM, recognition of new
targets of prejudice). Both forms of creep can be distin-
guished from the emergence of polysemy—the existence of
multiple distinct meanings for a single word, such as
“wood” as both a substance and as a heavily treed area—
because the expanded meaning remains singular but cover-
ing a wider range of referents. Equally, concept creep
should be distinguished from the more general phenomenon
of semantic broadening—that is not restricted to the harm-
related concepts explored by Haslam (2016)—and from the
even more general phenomenon of semantic change (Ham-
ilton et al., 2016), which can involve semantic narrowing
and drift as well as broadening.

Explaining Concept Creep

In addition to characterizing concept creep, Haslam
(2016) proposed an account of the factors contributing to it.
He argued that although the concepts examined in his six
case studies were disparate, they all shared a thematic ele-
ment of harm, referring to ways in which people experience
harm, harm others, or are harmed by others. Seeking a par-
simonious account of concept creep, rather than a set of
concept-specific accounts (e.g., “medicalization” as an
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explanation for the expansion of the concept of mental dis-
order), Haslam proposed that the semantic expansion of
harm-related concepts reflected a growing cultural sensitiv-
ity to harm. In assigning a central place to harm in concept
creep, Haslam was not claiming that semantic expansion is
in any way specific or unique to harm-related concepts, or
that all such concepts have inflated, but merely proposing a
noteworthy and consequential trend and giving it a name.
To be explicit, concept creep occurs when concepts associ-
ated with harm in the sense used by Moral Foundations
Theory (a theory proposing five distinct moral domains;
Graham et al., 2009)—that is, both negatively valenced
(harm in the narrow sense of suffering, damage, and
destruction) and positively valenced (care-based concepts
such as empathy, safety, and protection; concepts that
revolve around the prevention or palliation of harm)—
expand their meanings. Haslam’s proposal was largely
agnostic as to the drivers of that increased sensitivity but
followed Pinker’s (2011) analysis of recent declines in rates
of violence by invoking the rights revolutions of the 1960s.
On this account, broadened meanings of abuse, bullying,
and prejudice redefine the threshold of unacceptable behav-
ior so that previously tolerated acts are problematized and
penalized.
A more recent review of concept creep (Haslam et al.,

2020) developed a more systematic account of its causes,
proposing three primary determinants. First, concept creep
might be the unintended consequence of a general trend to-
ward greater objective material comfort in Western soci-
eties over the past half century (Pinker, 2018). As exposure
to more severe and blatant forms of violence, crime, oppres-
sion, and hardship has tended to decline—not for all people
or at all times, needless to say—more moderate and subtle
experiences have come to be defined as harmful. A compel-
ling experimental analogue of this dynamic was identified
as “prevalence-induced concept change” by Levari and col-
leagues (Levari et al., 2018). As blue dots, angry faces, and
unethical research proposals became scarcer in their studies,
participants came to classify stimuli they had previously
judged to be purple, neutral, and ethical as examples of
these categories. A decrease in the prevalence of a phenom-
enon led to a compensatory shift in the threshold for identi-
fying it, just as a decline in the prevalence of offensive
behavior might drive an expansion of what counts as
offensive.
The second determinant of concept creep proposed by

Haslam et al. (2020) invoked cultural change rather than
alterations in the objective prevalence of societal harms.
Population-level changes in values, for example, might
have the effect of sensitizing people to harms that were
believed to be innocuous or unremarkable in earlier times.
The documented rise of postmaterialist values in the West
(Inglehart, 2008); for example, represents an increased
concern with quality of life relative to material security,

and might encourage a reduced tolerance for suffering.
Shifts in moral values might have similar effects. Graham
and colleagues (Graham et al., 2011) identified Harm/
Care as one of five distinct moral foundations by which
people evaluate rightness and wrongness. This foundation
foregrounds the harms caused to victims of immoral
action and the virtue of empathic concern and nurturing
those who suffer. Any rise in the cultural prominence of
this foundation in recent decades could have the effect of
enlarging definitions of harm. As endorsement of the
Harm/Care foundation is associated with political liberal-
ism and female gender (Graham et al., 2009), liberalizing
trends within Western societies and increased female rep-
resentation within their institutions might drive such cul-
tural shifts. An alternative account, related to this one, is
that such liberalizing trends in the modern political, legal,
and media landscapes have afforded the expression of a
wider range of views, including broadening usages and
definitions of harm-related terms.
A third and final explanation for broadening concepts of

harm implicates the motivated efforts of political actors.
Sunstein (2018), for example, explored concept creep as an
outcome of deliberate interventions by “opprobrium entre-
preneurs” who stretch the boundaries of harm-related con-
cepts so as to condemn actions they object to and stigmatize
those responsible for them. By labeling behavior as bullying
or speech as hateful, even when they do not reach the
threshold set by existing definitions, these expansionary
classifications boost the perceived seriousness of the phe-
nomenon, tarnish the reputations of the supposed bullies
and hate-mongers, and burnish the reputations of their sup-
posed victims. The negative moral charge associated with
the existing concept (e.g., racism, abuse) becomes attached
to less severe phenomena for political ends. The longer-
term effects of this altered labeling may be to lower the
public’s thresholds for identifying harm.
The societal and cultural bases for concept creep outlined

above, invoking changing socioeconomic conditions and
cultural values, are similar in nature to the proposed deter-
minants of other cultural changes, such as the possible
causes of global increases in individualism (Santos et al.,
2017). In contrast, explanations of concept creep that
invoke strategically motivated conceptual expansions are
somewhat novel, and probably more plausible as accounts
of specific conceptual shifts rather than of broad cultural
transformations. However, Haslam’s (2016) account of con-
cept creep also proposes another novel element that pro-
motes harm inflation, namely the discourse of psychology.
Although the distal determinants of a rising concern with
harm may involve deep societal transformations, more
proximally many of the concepts whose growing prevalence
and expanding meanings express that rising concern come
from the behavioral sciences.
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The case studies discussed in Haslam (2016), for exam-
ple, examined concepts that have been staples of the liter-
ature of psychology and cognate fields such as psychiatry.
Psychology has arguably played an active and culturally
influential role in foregrounding harm by drawing system-
atic attention to forms of suffering (e.g., mental disorder,
addiction), adversity (e.g., trauma), and destructive behav-
ior (e.g., abuse, bullying, or prejudice). The field has pro-
blematized these forms of harm, developed a conceptual
apparatus for studying them, and pursued an applied
agenda of harm reduction. The harm-related concepts
developed and elaborated by psychologists have diffused
into everyday language and affected how people make
sense of their experience and shape their identities (Hack-
ing, 1995). Psychology is not the only academic field to
prioritize harm and to disseminate harm-related concepts
into the culture at large, but as earlier critiques of “thera-
peutic culture” (e.g., Furedi, 2004; Lasch, 1979) and
more recent (e.g., De Vos, 2013) critiques of psycholog-
ization have argued, the field has had significant cultural
impacts in the West. The evolving discourse of psychol-
ogy, and how it has played an influencing role in wider
cultural changes, is an important aspect of the cultural dy-
namics of concept creep.

Concept Creep: Research

Most of the empirical research inspired by the theory of
concept creep has examined synchronic phenomena analo-
gous or loosely connected to it rather than examining con-
cept creep itself, which is an intrinsically diachronic
phenomenon. This research explores the individual differ-
ence correlates of holding broad concepts of harm.
Although psychological variations that predict “harm con-
cept breadth” (HCB) cross-sectionally may not directly
enlighten us about the processes or factors that contribute to
the broadening of these concepts over historical time, the
diachronic focus of cultural dynamics research, they may
also hold clues to those processes and factors.
Several studies have demonstrated that HCB can be

measured reliably and that variations in it are associated
with a variety of personality traits, attributes, and demo-
graphic characteristics. McGrath et al. (2019) and McGrath
and Haslam (2020) developed scales to assess HCB by pre-
senting people with vignettes describing marginal examples
of several harm-related concepts. McGrath and Haslam
(2020) showed that individual differences in the breadth of
disparate concepts were underpinned by a single factor,
consistent with the view that the concepts share harm as a
common element. These two studies also established a
replicated web of correlates of HCB. People with relatively
broad or inclusive concepts of harm tended to be high in
affective empathy, had a liberal political orientation, and
endorsed the Harm moral foundation (Graham et al., 2009).

They tended to be sensitive to injustice perpetrated against
others but had no tendency to be particularly sensitive to
injustice committed against themselves, a finding that HCB
is associated with a morally motivated concern for others
rather than a tendency to feel victimized. However, they
also had elevated scores on personal vulnerability, a facet
of Neuroticism, implying a heightened response to some
kinds of threat, most likely social in nature. Women scored
higher than men on HCB but there was only a weak and
inconsistent tendency for younger people to have broad
concepts, contrary to suggestions that they are a genera-
tional vanguard for creeping concepts. McGrath and Has-
lam (2020) showed that associations between HCB and
other individual differences measures do not reflect a gener-
alized tendency to hold more inclusive concepts.
Current research indicates that holding broad concepts of

harm is associated with an array of prosocial and other-
regarding dispositions, but also with a less favorable tend-
ency to feel personally vulnerable. These findings point to
HCB as having mixed blessings but give little support for
the view that people with broad concepts of harm are
hyper-sensitive “snowflakes.” The proposed centrality of
harm is supported by HCB’s robust links to harm-based
morality and liberalism, which is itself correlated with
favoring harm and care as a primary basis for moral judg-
ment. It is also supported by the finding that people holding
a broader concept of sexism were especially likely to iden-
tify a victim of ambiguous gender discrimination and har-
assment as deeply harmed and morally deserving, and the
perpetrators as especially blameworthy (Chan & Haslam,
2019).
Cross-sectional findings such as these accord with the

theory of concept creep by showing that harm is implicated
in individual differences in the inclusiveness of creeping
concepts. However, they are at a substantial remove from
concept creep as a historical phenomenon, which only three
studies have explored directly. Wheeler et al. (2019) exam-
ined trends in the salience of the five foundations proposed
by Moral Foundations Theory across the 20th century using
the Google Books (Google NGram) corpus. Using word
sets (“dictionaries”) developed to assess the foundations,
they plotted mean trajectories of the relative frequencies of
words in each set from 1900 to 2007 (at the time of the
study, the corpus ended in 2008). Compatible with the hy-
pothesis that concept creep reflects a rising sensitivity to
harm in the past few decades, Wheeler et al. observed a
steep rise in the prominence of the Harm foundation from
1980 to 2007; a discrete rise not observed for any other
foundation.
Wheeler et al.’s (2019) frequency-based findings of a rise

in the cultural salience of harm do not demonstrate the
semantic inflation of harm-related concepts proposed by the
theory of concept creep. Two more recent contributions
explore such inflation in different ways. Fabiano and
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Haslam (2020) asked whether the concept of mental disor-
der had broadened across successive editions of the DSM,
as critics have argued (e.g., Frances, 2013). Using meta-
analytic methods to determine whether disorders are diag-
nosed at higher ratings when using criteria from later DSM
editions relative to earlier ones, they found no wholesale
evidence of systematic diagnostic inflation from DSM–III
(1980) to DSM–5 (2013), although specific conditions such
as attention-deficit-hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) clearly
inflated. In contrast, Vylomova et al. (2019) used two com-
putational linguistic methods—latent semantic analysis
(Sagi et al., 2009) and a prediction-based language model-
ing approach (Hamilton et al., 2016)—to evaluate changes
in semantic breadth in a sample of five harm-related con-
cepts (addiction, bullying, harassment, prejudice, and
trauma) from 1980 to 2017. They conducted their analysis
using a new corpus composed of the scientific abstracts of
over 800,000 articles published in psychology journals, ena-
bling a substantial analysis of conceptual change within
academic psychology, the main crucible of semantic infla-
tion in harm-related concepts according to the theory of
concept creep. Vylomova et al. demonstrated patterns of
semantic broadening in these concepts, further showing that
the greatest semantic changes took place from the 1980s to
the 1990s and elaborating the detail of some semantic
expansions. For example, “addiction” became increasingly
associated with “gaming” and “Internet” over the study pe-
riod, bullying became increasingly associated with “work-
place,” and “trauma” became increasingly psychologized.
This work indicated that the rapidly evolving computational
tools of researchers in lexical semantic change can be used
in large scale studies of concept creep, understood as a pro-
cess of cultural dynamics.

Illustrative Analysis

To illustrate how such studies might proceed, we report a
series of analyses that unpack the process of concept creep
in ways that advance beyond prior work on the topic. These
analyses are in some respects preliminary rather than defini-
tive, exemplifying how more detailed future investigations,
reported in greater detail, might proceed. Despite their pre-
liminary nature, these illustrative analyses innovate in (a)
examining the rising salience of harm within psychology as
well as in the wider culture; (b) examining and comparing
multiple text corpora; (c) using time series analyses to
explore potential causal processes implicated in concept
creep; and (d) presenting a new framework for examining
dynamic processes involved in concept creep, and in partic-
ular how psychology articulates with the wider culture in
contributing to the semantic inflation of harm. If, as concept
creep theory proposes, psychology’s expanding concepts of
harm play a role in expanding concepts circulating outside
its journals, textbooks, classrooms, and conferences, then

such impacts should be detectable with appropriate data and
methods. A framework for making sense of these processes
in presented in Figure 1.
Figure 1 presents a model of possible influence processes

involving the conceptual domains of psychology and the
culture at large. All arrows are two-headed, indicating that
influences might operate in both directions, including simul-
taneously. Arrow A represents processes whereby changes
in the relative frequency of a concept in psychology (as an
index of its prominence or salience) generate corresponding
changes in the wider culture, or the reverse process whereby
changes in the concept’s salience in the wider culture bring
about corresponding changes in its salience in psychology.
The former processes involve diffusion from academic to
public discourse whereas the latter involve academic dis-
course adopting the preoccupations of the wider society (e.
g., by increased topicality or social relevance). Arrow B
represents the comparable change processes involving shifts
in concept meaning rather than salience. Altered concept
meanings in psychology either diffuse outward into the cul-
ture at large or psychology adopts changes in concept mean-
ings that originated elsewhere.
Whereas arrows A and B involve between-domain diffu-

sion dynamics, arrows C and D involve within-domain lan-
guage processes involving relationships between frequency
and semantic change, relationships that have been addressed
within computational linguistics by Hamilton et al. (2016).
Arrow C represents conceptual changes occurring within
psychology: changes in the salience of a concept in the field
generate changes in its meaning (e.g., greater use of the
concept producing semantic expansion as novel meanings
arise), or changed meanings alter the frequency with which
the concept is used (e.g., broadened meanings of a concept
make it relevant to new contexts and thereby increase fre-
quency of usage). Finally, arrow D represents comparable
processes in the culture at large. In part of analysis that fol-
lows, an approach to examining these eight possible

Figure 1
Framework for Examining Cultural Dynamics of Conceptual
Change (A and B Represent Diffusion Processes; C and D
Represent Language Processes)
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influences for a selected set of harm-related concepts is
demonstrated.
The analyses presented below use four massive text cor-

pora to address three fundamental questions in the study of
concept creep. First, is the cultural salience of harm rising
in the wider culture in recent years, and is it also rising
within the discourse of psychology? Second, are particular
harm-related concepts increasing in their salience and
semantic breadth within the wider culture and within psy-
chology, as concept creep theory proposes? Third, can the
framework presented in Figure 1 clarify the dynamic proc-
esses that contribute to concept creep within academic psy-
chology and the culture at large?

Text Corpora

Four text corpora were used to examine the research
questions. First, we used the recently released “English
(2019)” corpus from Google Books, accessed via NGram
Viewer, which updates the coverage of books from the pre-
vious Google Books endpoint of 2008. Although some con-
cerns have been raised about the reliability of the last
decade of the corpus, we used it for consistency with the
prior analysis by Wheeler et al. (2019) that used the earlier
Google Books version. Second, we used a new corpus of
871,340 article abstracts, originally described by Vylomova
et al. (2019), which was drawn from 875 psychology jour-
nals in the E-Research and the PubMed databases for the
period 1930–2019. Because abstracts are relatively sparse
earlier in the corpus, and incomplete for 2018 and 2019; we
restricted the analyses to abstracts of articles published
between 1975 and 2017. Third, we used the Corpus of His-
torical American English (CoHA; Davies, 2012), which
runs from the 1810s to the early 2000s and contains 400
million words from 115,000 texts evenly sampled for each
decade from fiction, magazines, newspapers, and nonfiction
books. Fourth and finally, we used the Corpus of Contem-
porary American English (CoCA; Davies, 2010), which
covers the period from 1990 until 2019 and contains about
560 million words from approximately 500,000 texts evenly
sampled from spoken language, TV shows, academic jour-
nals, fiction, magazines, newspapers, and blogs. For the
purposes of the analyses, we combined CoHA and CoCA
and extracted text for the period 1975–2017 for equivalence
to the psychology abstracts corpus. From CoCA we
excluded text from blogs because of the lack of temporal
marks and also removed text extracted from academic jour-
nals so as not to contaminate the comparison with the psy-
chology corpus. The psychology abstracts and CoHA/
CoCA corpora were tokenized in the same fashion, with
numbers and punctuation, and stop-words removed (except
where noted below), and case-folding (reducing all letters
to lower case) and lemmatization were carried out.
Although the CoHA/CoCA corpus was a composite, it

displayed no evident discontinuities in our measures of rela-
tive frequency or semantic breadth at the years where two
corpora overlapped, indicating that combining them was
not problematic.

Research Question 1: The Rising Salience of Harm

We first asked whether the rising salience of harm, docu-
mented by Wheeler et al. (2019) in the Google Books cor-
pus from about 1980 to 2007, has continued since then, and
whether the same rise has occurred in psychology. To
address this question, we used the Google Books NGram
English (2019) and psychology abstracts corpora. For com-
parability with the NGram corpus, the raw data (before
tokenizing and removal of items as noted above) were used
for the analysis of the abstracts corpus. Of the 50 terms in
the Moral Foundations harm dictionary (that included some
positively valenced care-related words) we used the 43
terms that were not also included in other Moral Founda-
tions dictionaries, and in the case of terms that were word
stems we selected the shortest word that could be formed
from that stem. We then calculated the combined relative
frequency of the 43 harm words in each year from
1975–2017 in the two corpora.
Figure 2 documents the same rise in the prominence of

harm-related words in the Google Books corpus that
Wheeler et al. (2019) demonstrated and shows that it con-
tinued after 2007. Overall, the summed relative frequency
of the harm dictionary words increases 72% from 1975 to
its peak in 2015. However, the 238% increase evident in the
psychology abstracts corpus from 1975 to 2017 is markedly
steeper. Despite being equally prevalent in the 1970s, the
harm words proliferated in psychology article abstracts
much more rapidly than they did in Google Books. This
finding indicates that the rising prominence of harm repli-
cates beyond a corpus representing the culture at large. Its
precipitous increase in psychology might play a role in the
broadening of harm-related concepts in the discipline. That
increase in the prominence of harm may reflect a shift in the
topics that academic psychology addresses, a shift in how
existing topics are framed, or stylistic shifts in psychology
writing—alternative explanations that have yet to be teased
apart—but it represents a real increase all the same.

Research Question 2: Extending the Scope of Concept
Creep

Vylomova et al. (2019) provided evidence that a sample
of harm-related concepts had undergone semantic broaden-
ing in psychology article abstracts between 1980 and 2017.
However, they did not provide a means of establishing
whether this broadening was statistically significant, or
simultaneously assess changes in the salience of the con-
cepts. No one has yet demonstrated the semantic broaden-
ing of harm-related concepts outside of the psychology
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abstracts corpus. To overcome these limitations, we com-
puted the relative frequencies and semantic breadths of a set
of harm-related concepts (addiction, bullying, empathy, rac-
ism, and trauma) in the psychology abstracts corpus and in
the combined CoHA/CoCA corpus. This far from exhaus-
tive sample deliberately selected a diverse assortment of
concepts with primary relevance to different fields of psy-
chology: bullying to developmental and organizational psy-
chology, addiction and trauma to clinical psychology, and
racism to social psychology. Empathy was sampled because
although concept creep research has focused on undesirable
forms of harm, concept creep theory applies to all harm-
related concepts, including those involving care (i.e., con-
cern with, responsiveness to, and protection from harm).
The other four concepts included examples of putatively
creeping concepts relevant to clinical, developmental,
and social psychology discussed by Haslam (2016) and
were not intended to represent creeping concepts compre-
hensively.
The focus of the present analyses was on concepts rather

than single words, so we selected multiple words to repre-
sent each concept (i.e., words that shared the same word
stem). The words selected to represent a particular concept
were each required to occur at least 50 times both in the
psychology and in the combined CoHA/CoCA corpus. By
this selection criterion, the concept of addiction was repre-
sented by “addict,” “addiction,” and “addicted”; bullying by
“bully” and “bullying”; empathy by “empathy,” “em-
pathic,” and “empathize”; racism but “racism” and “racist”;
and trauma by “trauma,” “traumatic,” and “traumatize.” To
derive the salience data for each corpus, we computed the

summed relative frequency of the words representing each
of the five concepts each year as a proportion of all words
in that year. Figure 3a–e presents their trajectories and their
relative elevations in the two corpora. With the exception of
racism, all concepts appeared at substantially higher fre-
quencies in the psychology abstracts, consistent with
expectations that harm-related concepts would be prominent
in the discipline. Racism may be an exception because it is
a major focus of societal concern that draws extensive atten-
tion from newspapers, TV shows, and magazines, which are
a large component of the CoHA/CoCA corpus. Table 1 fur-
ther shows that every concept tended to rise in salience over
time in both corpora, as indicated by the positive correla-
tions between relative frequency and year, in line with a
generalized increase in the salience of harm.
To evaluate semantic breadth, we used a methodology drawn

from computational linguistics (see online supplementary
materials for a detailed description). In essence, the methodol-
ogy has three basic steps. First, a neural network model, which
represents words as numerical vectors in a multidimensional
space, is trained on the text corpus (CoHA/CoCA or the psy-
chology abstracts). These vectors, called “word embeddings,”
are based on the words that commonly occur in the target
word’s immediate context (i.e., those falling shortly before or
after it in the corpus). Words with similar meanings have vec-
tors that project at similar angles in the space. The smaller the
angular displacement of two vectors, the larger the cosine of
the angle, so semantic similarity can be quantified as “cosine
similarity.” Second, specific usages of the concept of interest (e.
g., instances where the words addict, addiction, or addicted
appear, for the concept of addiction) are sampled from each

Figure 2
Summed Relative Frequency of Harm Words in the Google Books NGram and
Psychology Abstracts Corpora (1975–2017)
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Figure 3
Relative Frequencies of the Five Harm-Related Concepts in the Psychology Abstracts and
General (CoHA/CoCA) Corpora
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year of the corpus. Vectors representing each specific usage
(“sentence-specific representations”) are derived. Third, the co-
sine similarity of pairs of these specific representations in a par-
ticular year is calculated (e.g., the similarity of the vectors
representing two specific usages of bullying in the year 1993),
and the mean cosine similarity, across all of these pairs, is com-
puted for each concept in each year. This mean represents the
average semantic similarity of the usages of the concept in that
year. Concepts with greater semantic breadth have lesser aver-
age cosine similarity because the usages of the concept appear
in more diverse semantic contexts. Because semantic breadth is
inversely related to mean cosine similarity, we reverse-score
the latter for our index of breadth. If concepts are undergoing
concept creep, this reverse-scored index should rise over time.
Table 1 reveals strong evidence for diachronic increases

in the semantic breadth of the concepts. With the exception
of racism (p = .063), all of the concepts broadened signifi-
cantly in the psychology corpus and three of the five broad-
ened in CoHA/CoCA. These findings provide further
support for the existence of concept creep, showing that the
harm-related concepts have consistently broadened over
recent decades. Notably, this semantic dilation can be
observed in a general corpus representing the wider culture
as well as in an academic psychology corpus, and it charac-
terizes at least one positive harm-related concept (empathy)
in addition to the negatively valenced concepts that have
been the focus of most previous work on concept creep.

Research Question 3: Exploring the Dynamics of
Concept Creep

The preceding analyses present strong evidence that
harm-related concepts have consistently risen in salience
both within the general culture and, most strikingly, in aca-
demic psychology, and that with some exceptions they have
also broadened their meanings in both domains. These

findings justify a more sophisticated investigation of
dynamic processes that may be involved in changes in con-
cept salience and meaning. We are now in possession of all
forms of time series data represented in Figure 1—semantic
breadth and relative frequency in general and psychology
corpora—and can examine the eight possible directional
effects identified in the figure for the five harm-related
concepts.
To carry out the 40 required time-series analyses, we ran

cross-lagged models for each DV/IV pairing one at a time
—in econometrics these are referred to as autoregressive
distributed lag (ARDL) models. Each model includes as
predictors time (year), the lagged DV (autoregressive
effect), and the lagged IV. Using an automated procedure
developed by Gluzmann and Panigo (2015), the analysis
selects the best model based on the Akaike information cri-
terion (AIC) with lags of up to 6 years for the DV and up to
7 years for the IV. Coefficients from the best-fitting model
for each DV/IV pair were then examined for evidence sup-
porting any of the influence processes schematized in Fig-
ure 1.

Table 1
Correlations Between Year and Indices of Concept Salience and
Breadth

Psychology abstracts CoHA/CoCA

Concept
Relative
frequency

Semantic
breadth

Relative
frequency

Semantic
breadth

Addiction .33* .74** .73** .32*
Bullying .94** .53** .77** .04
Empathy .60** .78** .83** �.18
Racism .71** .35 .46** .41*
Trauma .95** .46** .92** .47**

Note. Period ranges from 26–43 years for different analyses. CoHA =
Corpus of Historical American English; CoCA = Corpus of Contemporary
American English.
* p , .05. ** p , .01.

Figure 3. (continued)
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For example, to test the influence process represented by
the downward arrow A in Figure 1 for the concept of bully-
ing—that is, do changes in the relative frequency (salience)
of bullying in the psychology abstracts influence changes in
the relative frequency of bullying in the wider culture?—we
examine the two time series presented in Figure 3b. Taking
the CoHA/CoCA series as the DV, we ran a regression
model in which its values were predicted by (a) the previous
year’s value of the DV (and potentially longer time lags as
well), (b) the previous year’s value of the psychology
abstracts IV (and potentially also longer lags), and (c) year.
The critical test of the influence process is whether the rela-
tive frequency of bullying in CoHA/CoCA is predicted by
(b) independently of autoregressive (a) and time (c) effects.
Twenty-nine of the 40 selected models were statistically

significant overall in terms of R2 (all analyses are reported
in the online supplementary materials). Models in which the
DVs involved relative frequency were more likely to be sig-
nificant than those in which the DVs involved semantic
breadth (18 vs. 11). These models were also more likely to
yield significant time effects (10 [all positive, representing
increases] vs. 5 [three positive, two negative]) and autore-
gressive effects (12 [nine positive, three negative] vs. 2
[both negative]), suggesting that the breadth time series
were less predictable and structured. The abundance of
autoregressive effects provides evidence of an endogenous,
self-reinforcing dynamic within psychology (seven positive
frequency effects) and the wider culture (one positive
effect) for increasing attention to the harm-related concepts.
Significant lagged effects of the IVs emerged in 11 of the

40 analyses. These effects, organized in terms of the influ-
ence processes presented in Figure 1, are summarized in
Table 2. The table indicates that at least one concept dem-
onstrated each of the four proposed processes (A to D), that
six of the eight possible influence directions were supported
by at least one concept, and that every concept was involved
in at least one significant effect. The analyses support the
plausibility of the influence processes that we proposed,
even if significant effects were only moderately common,
and they motivate more detailed investigations of specific

conceptual changes. We repeated all of the 40 analyses
using detrended (i.e., first-differenced) versions of the IVs
and DVs, and these analyses yielded the identical number
of significant predictor effects (i.e., 11), six of which repli-
cated the original findings, with several others flipping from
marginal to significant or the reverse. Thus, the evidence
for the plausibility of the influence processes appears to be
robust when the variables are detrended.
Table 2 suggests that evidence for the proposed language

processes (C and D) was stronger than evidence for the
diffusion processes (A and B), with eight and three signifi-
cant effects, respectively. The rising salience (relative fre-
quency) of a concept had lagged effects on the breadth of
its meaning, and changes in concept breadth had lagged
effects on changes in concept salience. Effects in the two
directions were equally common, and these effects were
found in both the psychology and general corpora. Diffu-
sion effects were scarce. There was some evidence that
shifts in the frequency of mentions of racism in psychology
predicted subsequent shifts in the opposite direction in its
salience in the wider culture, as represented by CoHA/
CoCA, and some evidence that changes in the semantic
breadth of empathy and racism within the wider culture
generated corresponding changes in the breadth of these
concepts within psychology. Nevertheless, evidence for dif-
fusion processes is patchy.
In summary, the time series analyses indicate that dia-

chronic changes in the salience and semantic breadth of
harm-related concepts can be modeled by a combination of
time, endogenous, and dynamic influence processes. These
processes link different dimensions of concepts (salience
and semantic breadth) and different contexts in which they
are used (academic psychology and everyday text). How-
ever, evidence that conceptual expansions initiated in the
academy diffuse into the ambient culture, consistent with
the view that concept creep tends to originate in psychol-
ogy, is weak. There are several possible reasons for this
lack of evidence. Actual diffusion effects may operate at a
time scale that the data are not suitable to detect. For exam-
ple, effects of changed concept salience in psychology on

Table 2
Summary of Significant Lagged Predictor Effects From the Time Series Analyses

Process Domain Direction (IV ! DV) Significant effects

Diffusion processes A. Frequency Psychology ! culture Racism (-)

Culture ! psychology —

B. Breadth
Psychology ! culture —

Culture ! psychology Empathy, racism

Language processes C. Psychology Frequency ! breadth Empathy (-), racism, trauma
Breadth ! frequency Addiction, empathy (-)

D. Culture Frequency ! breadth Bullying (-)

Breadth ! frequency Bullying, trauma (-)

Note. IV = independent variable; DV = dependent variable.
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changed salience in the wider culture might be relatively
immediate (e.g., within-year effects due to rapid science
communication). However, the theory of concept creep may
also overstate the proximal role of psychology in driving
the inflation of harm-related concepts in society. Any such
role may be weak or limited to particular concepts. Distal
explanations that view concept creep as the consequence of
a rising sensitivity to harm or as an adaptive response to
reductions in material hardship may remain tenable, but
proximal explanations that attribute a major causal role to
psychology may be questionable.
Several caveats are for accepting this verdict, however.

First, as some analyses interrogated time series as short as
26 years—because particular concepts were not represented
in sufficient numbers early in one or both corpora—and
none examined series longer than 43 years, they were argu-
ably underpowered. To some degree this limitation is intrin-
sic to the study of diachronic processes that unfold over a
few decades and that cannot readily be broken into smaller
temporal units for operational or measurement reasons.
However, the shortness of the time series not only reduces
the capacity to detect modest effects but also rules out the
investigation of more complex quantitative models. Second,
the chosen method for evaluating semantic breadth as co-
sine (dis)similarity of word embeddings is just one of many
that have been developed in recent years (e.g., Dubossarsky
et al., 2017; Tahmasebi et al., 2018), and may not capture
some forms of concept creep. By assessing semantic
breadth as the diversity of semantic contexts in which a
concept appears, it may be well suited to appraising hori-
zontal creep. However, it may be incapable of detecting ver-
tical creep, where concepts come to refer to less severe
phenomena in an existing context rather than attaching to
qualitatively new contexts. Further studies using different
corpora, more fine-grained or longer duration time series,
and alternative methods for evaluating concept breadth are
needed to address these and related concerns.

Conclusions

Investigation of our three research questions helps to clar-
ify the empirical status of concept creep. Analysis of the
first question reveals that the rising salience of harm-related
words, previous observed in a general corpus up to 2007
(Wheeler et al., 2019) has continued its upward trajectory to
the present day. The significance of this rise, and the stead-
ily increasing cultural prominence of harm that it implies,
have yet to be determined. Our new finding that the same
rise appears in our corpus of psychology abstracts, where it
is three times steeper, is noteworthy in that context. Harm
permeates recently published psychology abstracts substan-
tially more than it does a general corpus of English lan-
guage books, despite being equally represented in the two
corpora in the 1970s. This steeper rise on psychology is

mirrored in the typically higher salience and steeper
increase of the five putatively creeping concepts in psychol-
ogy relative to another general corpus in Figure 3 and the
typically stronger increases in the semantic breadth of these
concepts in psychology suggested by the correlations
reported in Table 1.
Analysis of our second question also extends previous

research on concept creep in new directions. Our five harm-
related concepts all rose in relative frequency over the study
period both in psychology abstracts and in a carefully cura-
ted general corpus (CoHA/CoCA), and they were generally
much more frequent in the former. The demonstration that
empathy shows the same rising trajectory as other harm-
related terms is consistent with the claim that what is rising
is the salience of harm in a broad sense that encompasses
positively valued ideas of care, safety, and protection rather
than in a narrowly negative sense. Concept creep, the pro-
gressive broadening of harm-related concepts, was also
demonstrated consistently, shown in almost all cases in the
psychology corpus and also, for the first time but somewhat
less robustly, in a general corpus. These findings confirm
that concept creep, and the rising prominence of harm-
related concepts that is linked to it, is occurring both within
psychology and in the culture at large.
Our final set of analyses provide moderate support for our

new framework of dynamic processes involved in concept
creep. They found many examples of temporal trends consist-
ent with rises in the salience and breadth of harm-related con-
cepts, and of endogenous tendencies for selected concepts to
increase in salience or, less commonly, in breadth in self-rein-
forcing ways, both within psychology and without. Many
examples of lagged effects consistent with causal influences
operating between semantic breadth and relative frequency, or
more rarely between corpora, were also obtained. These illus-
trative analyses offered positive plausibility tests of all of our
proposed dynamic influence processes. However, the slender
evidence for lagged effects of changes in the psychology cor-
pus on changes in the general corpus undermines any strong
claim about psychology playing a dominant role in dissemi-
nating inflated concepts of harm.
Our analyses raise as many questions as they answer. It is

unclear why psychology has become so much more harmi-
fied (Schein & Gray, 2016) in recent decades. Harm-based
morality is associated with a liberal political orientation
(Graham et al., 2009) and the rising salience and broaden-
ing definition of harm within academic psychology might
be tied to the increasingly liberal values in the field (Duarte
et al., 2015; Redding, 2001) or instead to shifts in topics
that are not intrinsically politicized. Whether concept creep
is at all specific to harm-related concepts, and even whether
the most appropriate conceptualization of harm is narrow,
as in Moral Foundations Theory, or broad enough to be the
grounding of all morality, as in the Theory of Dyadic Mo-
rality (Schein & Gray, 2018), remains to be seen. The
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cultural boundaries of concept creep are also unknown.
Weaker evidence for it in the general corpus may indicate
that broadened concepts of harm may be held only by par-
ticular segments of the public. Whether creep can be dem-
onstrated in cultural settings beyond the Anglosphere is
another urgent question requiring further study.
Although the evidence for psychology’s role in promot-

ing concept creep is weak, there is ample reason to believe
that concept creep and an intensifying focus on harm are
occurring within our field. Understanding what is driving
the rising salience and expanding meanings of harm in
the discipline, and the cultural, societal, and scientific impli-
cations of these trends, should be a research priority.
Answering these questions will require a psychology of cul-
tural dynamics that can embrace and advance the study of
meaning change. Such a psychology offers an ideal vantage
point for making sense of why we are increasingly in
harm’s way.
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