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Concept Expansion as a Source of Empowerment

In the target article, Haslam explores the incidence, origins, and potential 
consequences of concept creep in psychology. He dedicates the majority of the article 
to documenting how concept creep has manifested in six psychological concepts: 
abuse, bullying, trauma, mental disorder, addiction, and prejudice. Haslam convincingly 
demonstrates that these concepts have indeed expanded over time to include both 
qualitatively different and less severe forms of each concept. I agree whole-heartedly 
with Haslam when he says: “Understanding what drives this trend and evaluating its 
costs and benefits are important goals for people who care about psychology’s place in 
our cultures. Equally important is the task of deciding whether the trend should be 
encouraged, ignored, or resisted.”

Throughout the article, Haslam is careful to avoid normative claims regarding 
creep’s costs and benefits with regard to any one of the concepts in isolation. Regarding
prejudice, for example, he notes: “It is important to reiterate here that by documenting 
the expanding meaning of prejudice in recent social psychology I am not questioning 
the validity of this expansion or advocating a return to a narrower understanding of the 
concept…My point is simply that the concept now refers to much more than it did 
several decades ago.” However, Haslam does state that as a general phenomenon, 
concept creep may “have potentially damaging ramifications for society and for 
psychology that cannot be ignored.” Specifically, he suggests that concept creep may 
cause more people to identify as victims, which may reduce their sense of agency. 
Drawing on ‘moral typecasting’ theory (Gray & Wegner, 2009), he states: “A possible 
adverse looping effect of concept creep is therefore a tendency for more and more 
people to see themselves as victims who are defined by their suffering, vulnerability, 
and innocence, and who have diminished agency to overcome their plight.” 

The goal of this commentary is to challenge this last suggestion. Focusing on 
concept creep as it relates to prejudice and discrimination, I highlight three mechanisms
by which conceptual expansion may actually serve to empower “victims,” interaction 
partners, and 3rd party allies. (It is worth noting that several of these mechanisms could 
generalize to the other concepts highlighted in the target article.) First, labeling less 
qualitatively and quantitatively prototypical instances of prejudice as prejudice may 
reduce targets’ uncertainty about their experiences. Thus, rather than diminishing 
agency, concept expansion may dampen diffuse negative arousal, reduce an avoidance
orientation to intergroup interactions, and inspire greater engagement in collective 
action on behalf of one’s group. Second, these labels may serve to reduce uncertainty 
among well-meaning interaction partners and 3rd-parties, fostering stronger alliances in 
the long term between disadvantaged and advantaged individuals and groups. Finally, 
concept expansion may open up institutional channels for redressing social ills and 
inequalities that would remain closed if less prototypical manifestations of prejudice 
were considered categorically distinct. 

Labels reduce uncertainty and associated affect
Uncertainty is inherently aversive especially when it relates to the self and other 

people (Lopes, 1987; Sorrentino & Roney, 1986). It is associated with physiological 
arousal in the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis of the brain (Greco & Roger, 
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2003), is often accompanied by diffuse negative affect and anxiety (Gudykunst, 1995), 
and in social interactions, leads to misunderstanding and attribution of negative intent 
(Cohen & Steele, 2002; Devine & Vasquez, 1998; Kramer & Wei, 1999; Morewedge, 
2009; Stephan & Stephan, 1985). As such, uncertainty is a strong motivator of behavior.
People act to reduce uncertainty (Festinger,1954; Fromm, 1947; Hogg, 2007) and avoid
situations that are uncertainty-inducing (e.g., Camerer & Weber, 1992). 

One strategy for reducing uncertainty is labeling or identifying the cause of an 
event (Pennebaker & Graybeal, 2001). Increased certainty, in turn, diminishes both 
positive and negative affective states across a wide variety of contexts (Bar-Anan, 
Wilson, & Gilbert, 2009; Davis, Nolen-Hoeksema, & Larson, 1998; Wilson & Gilbert, 
2008). For example, people who are prompted to write about negative events in their 
lives report greater well-being (Pennebaker, 1997). This phenomenon is best illustrated 
by the research on affect-labeling. Simply labeling emotions as they arise decreases 
both physiological reactivity associated with those emotions (Berkman & Lieberman, 
2009) as well as the self-reported intensity of said emotions (Lieberman, Inagaki, 
Tabibnia, & Crockett, 2011); the effects of affect-labeling have been shown to last up to 
a week (Tabibnia, Lieberman, & Craske, 2008). 

Because labels can be qualified, people can reap the benefits (e.g., uncertainty-
reduction) of labeling events without invoking the most severe or prototypical instance of
that label. Hence the qualification in “micro-aggressions.” Furthermore, people can 
recognize not only that an experience belongs to a certain class or category, but also 
that any specific instance can be relatively more or less severe without corrupting the 
other members of said category. For example, most people would be happy to label 
cerulean as “blue”; however, labeling cerulean as blue would not make people any less 
likely to say that navy is also blue. In sum, labels may promote positive hedonic 
consequences without necessarily producing what Haslam calls “semantic dilution.”

Empowering targets of prejudice
Being the target of overt prejudice is associated with many threats to 

psychological well-being (e.g., Crocker, Major, & Steele, 1998; Tropp, 2003). As Haslam
notes, however, overt bigotry has in recent decades been replaced with more subtle 
(but no less insidious) forms of prejudice and discrimination (Bonilla-Silva & Dietrich, 
2011). Potential targets now have to contend not only with the effects of being 
discriminated against but also the ambiguity of whether a gesture or policy is 
intentionally biased against them. As noted, uncertainty may exacerbate the emotional 
responses triggered by these episodes (Bar-Anan et al., 2009), but may also undermine
a target’s subjective sense of legitimacy in addressing potential bias (Ellemers & 
Barreto, 2009). 

People assess the validity of their perceptions by comparing their experiences 
and abilities with others (Suls & Wheeler, 2000). Labels allow for the validation of one’s 
experiences via communication with other people who have had similar experiences. 
Validation from others, in turn, reduces uncertainty (Berger, 1987; Berger & Calabrese, 
1975; Bradac, 2001). Thus, labeling subtle forms of prejudice as prejudice may reduce 
uncertainty both within and between individuals, which in turn, reduces diffuse negative 
arousal. This is not to say that the prejudice label reduces negative affect globally: for 
example, in this case anxiety is likely to be replaced with anger. However, the label may
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shift a target of prejudice from an uncertainty avoidance orientation (i.e., “shun further 
intergroup contact”) toward an approach orientation (i.e., “point out perceived injustice”).
Though emotions like anger are negative in the short term, they (along with feelings of 
collective efficacy) are critical for motivating collective action on behalf of one’s group 
(Van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008).

The importance of shifting the emphasis in intergroup relations from prejudice-
reduction to empowering disadvantaged groups is well supported by recent research 
(for reviews, see Dixon, Levin, Reicher, & Durrheim, 2012; Dovidio, Gartner, & Saguy, 
2009, 2015; see also Cikara & Paluck, 2013). Particularly when groups are of differing 
status, fostering harmony (e.g., by making common identity salient or cultivating positive
intergroup contact) may have the ironic consequence of reinforcing ideological and 
structural biases that promote the hierarchical status quo. For example, leading two 
groups in a discussion emphasizing their commonalities (as compared to group 
differences) leads disadvantaged groups to be more optimistic—and less accurate—
about how advantaged groups will split resources between the groups (Saguy, Tausch, 
Dovidio, & Pratto, 2008). Interventions and experiences that promote harmony also 
decrease preferences for social change (Saguy et al., 2008), lead to lower levels of 
anger, decrease expectations regarding the group’s capacity to effect change, and 
decrease motivation to challenge inequality (Ufkes, Calcagno, Glasford, & Dovidio, 
2013). For example, women’s engagement in collective action increases after exposure 
to overtly hostile sexist attitudes (e.g., the belief that gender relations are antagonistic 
and that women just want to control men), but decreases after exposure to paternalistic 
sexist attitudes (e.g., the belief that women and men should collude in the interest of the
protection and adulation of women who conform to traditional female stereotypes; 
Becker & Wright, 2011). 

Thus, it seems that some degree of conflict is required for social progress in 
inequitable intergroup contexts (Dovidio et al., 2009). Rather than chipping away at 
targets’ agency, labeling less prototypical forms of prejudice as prejudice may trigger 
emotions and motivations that embolden disadvantaged groups and individuals to 
engage in behavior that ultimately effects concrete social change.

Empowering interaction partners and 3rd parties
Humans have a strong desire to be—and to be seen as—moral. This drive 

makes it difficult for advantaged individuals to acknowledge their privilege (and 
inequality more generally; Ellemers & Van Den Toorn, 2015). Moreover, in intergroup 
contexts, members of advantaged groups are motivated to shape interactions such that 
they emphasize their preferred perspective (e.g., “all lives matter” in response to “Black 
lives matter”; Saguy, Dovidio, & Pratto, 2008). These tendencies, coupled with the fact 
that most people explicitly endorse egalitarian values, mean that subtle (and often 
unintentional) manifestations of prejudice and discrimination will go unnoticed and 
unexamined by the (accidental) “transgressor” and other bystanders. In other words, the
only person who will be aware of the prejudice is the target.

Haslam states, “to count perceived discrimination and ambiguous micro-
aggressions as unqualified instances of prejudice is to subjectivize the concept. In 
addition to this subjectivity, the concept of micro-aggression extends the concept of 
prejudice by encompassing acts of omission and phenomena that reflect anxiety rather 
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than hostility.” Haslam is correct that these cases subjectivize the concept of prejudice, 
but he stops short of recognizing that there are objective consequences of micro-
aggressions nevertheless (the exact kinds of consequences that psychologists are 
invested in understanding). 

The failure to label, for example, a micro-aggression as prejudice does not mean 
the speaker will be shielded from feedback indicating that they have offended their 
interaction partner. If anything, the speaker may walk away from the interaction 
uncertain as to why the interaction did not go well. What will they do with this 
uncertainty? As psychologists, we have a reasonable hypothesis: in the absence of a 
better explanation, accidental “transgressors” are likely to attribute the negative arousal 
associated with uncertainty to their interaction partner (Schachter & Singer, 1962; 
Vorauer, Main, & O’Connell, 1998). Again, we see how uncertainty could contribute to 
increased avoidance of intergroup interactions, except this time from the perspective of 
the person who may have had no intention of being biased or expressing prejudice.

Once behaviors are collectively identified (or labeled) as prejudiced, people’s 
strong desire to be moral may motivate follow-up behavior to redress (accidental) 
transgressions and deeper inequities (Brown & Cehajic, 2008; Brown et al., 2008; 
Cryder, Springer, & Morewedge, 2012). In fact, marking discriminatory practices with 
labels indicating they are norm violations may also trigger bystanders’ anger and 
engage 3rd party norm enforcement (e.g., Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004). This mechanism 
may draw in allies who might otherwise be unaware of these instances of prejudice and 
discrimination. Once 3rd parties demonstrate their awareness and opposition to subtle 
prejudice, they can shift the collective norms for the entire community. For example, in a
field experiment conducted in a high school, “referent” students (assigned to treatment 
based on their central positions in their school’s various subgroups, within its complete 
social network) significantly changed their peers’ perception of the norm that 
harassment was typical (Paluck & Shepherd, 2012). Specifically, socially influential 
students took part in an anti-harassment seminar and then participated in a school-wide
assembly in which they publically expressed their anti-harassment stances. From the 
beginning to the end of the school year, prescriptive norms regarding harassment 
changed significantly among those students who had frequent contact with the 
“referents” (relative to those who did not).

Opening up institutional channels for change
Finally, concept expansion may allow targets to seek justice through appropriate 

institutional channels. Our social institutions and the law move more slowly than our 
cultural understanding and sensitivity to more subtle manifestations of prejudice and 
discrimination. For example, labeling less severe forms of mental disorders as disorders
makes it possible for patients to get treatment covered by their insurance. Similarly, 
labeling less prototypic prejudice as prejudice may make it easier for institutions—from 
HR offices to the justice system—to garner resources and funds to provide better 
support services to those in need. 

Conclusion
In this commentary I have reviewed several potential benefits of concept 

expansion as it applies to prejudice and discrimination. Of course, this is not to say that 
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I believe there are no costs associated with expansion. Rather, this commentary is 
specifically meant to challenge the suggestion that conceptual expansion causes more 
people to identify as victims, which then reduces their subjective sense of agency. As 
Haslam notes: “a serious appraisal of conceptual creep must reckon with these potential
downsides.” I agree with this statement. That said, I would counsel us to consider its 
potential benefits as well.
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