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A new study out of Harvard—the first randomized controlled experiment designed to examine 

the effects of trigger warnings on individual resilience—may indicate that Greg Lukianoff and 

Jonathan Haidt were right about trigger warnings.1  

In the fall of 2015, Greg Lukianoff, First Amendment Lawyer and president of the Foundation 

for Individual Rights in Education (for which I work), and social psychologist Jonathan Haidt, 

the Thomas Cooley Professor of Ethical Leadership at NYU’s Stern School of Business, 

published an article in The Atlantic.2 In it, they detailed how college campuses may inadvertently 

promote mental habits identical to the “cognitive distortions” that cognitive behavioral therapists 

teach their clients to recognize and overcome. The pair argued that some campus practices—

presumably intended to protect students from being harmed by words and ideas deemed 

offensive or distressing—seemed to be interfering with students' ability to get along with each 

other, and could even be having a deleterious effect on their mental health. Among those 

practices: training students to identify microaggressions (things people say or do, often 

unintentionally, that are interpreted as expressions of bigotry), turning classrooms and lecture 

halls into intellectual safe spaces (where students are protected from words and ideas they might 

find upsetting), and the issuing of trigger warnings: alerts about the potentially “triggering” 

content of written work, films, lectures, and other presentations. 

A “trigger” is something that affects those who suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD). It viscerally reminds them of a past traumatic experience, and provokes an extreme and 

maladaptive negative emotional response. The trigger itself is not harmful, but is something in a 

person’s environment that reminds that person of past trauma. The thinking behind issuing 

trigger warnings is that for people who have experienced trauma, distress will be reduced by 

warning them about possible ways in which they could be “triggered” by content that could 

remind them of their traumatic experience. The warning ostensibly allows them to mentally 

prepare for the challenge of confronting potentially triggering material, or to avoid the 

prospective trigger altogether.  

Harvard psychology professor and PTSD expert, Dr. Richard McNally (an author of the recent 

study) explained in 2016 essay in the New York Times that “severe emotional reactions triggered 

by course material are a signal that students need to prioritize their mental health and obtain 

evidence-based, cognitive-behavioral therapies that will help them overcome PTSD.”3 In other 

words, severe emotional reactions are not an indication that professors or others should warn 

students in advance that material could be triggering for those with PTSD, nor that potentially 
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triggering material should be removed from the syllabi. Constantly warning people with PTSD 

about possible triggers could potentially even interfere with their recovery. As Lukianoff and 

Haidt point out in their newest book, The Coddling of the American Mind,4 the avoidance of 

triggers is not a treatment for PTSD; it is a classic symptom of it. In fact, according to Dr. 

McNally, therapies that promote recovery from PTSD “involve gradual, systematic exposure to 

traumatic memories until [the capacity of those memories] to trigger distress diminishes.”5  

The use of trigger warnings originated on the internet, and they are applied much more broadly 

than to actual PTSD triggers—which are typically more about an individual's personal 

experience of trauma than representations of similar kinds of trauma. A trigger can be something 

as simple as a smell, a sound, a certain color shirt, or the place or type of place where the trauma 

occurred. A trigger can even be a language, an accent, or the lilt of someone's voice. On campus, 

however, anything that trauma survivors find upsetting—regardless of whether they suffer from 

PTSD, and regardless of whether it's an actual trigger—can be a candidate for a trigger warning; 

as can any material about the mistreatment of people from marginalized groups, and anything 

else that students or professors predict could be upsetting—even without trauma survivors. 

For example, in 2014, Harvard Law professor Jeannie Suk Gersen published an essay in The 

New Yorker outlining the effects of trigger warnings on pedagogy, and how the concept of 

"triggers" had come to mean content that was generally upsetting, not just material that could 

trigger an emotional reaction from those with PTSD. She reported that campus organizations 

were requesting trigger warnings for classes covering rape law, and were advising students who 

believed they might be triggered not to “feel pressured” to be present at class sessions in which 

rape law would be covered. “Some students,” Gersen lamented, “have even suggested that rape 

law should not be taught because of its potential to cause distress,” and further, some professors 

had stopped teaching rape law altogether because they feared that covering the potentially 

triggering material could make the classroom “a potentially traumatic environment” and 

emotionally “injure” their students.6 In their 2015 article, Lukianoff and Haidt used examples of 

requests for trigger warnings for things like misogyny, classism, and even privilege, and argued 

that “rather than trying to protect students from words and ideas that they will inevitably 

encounter, colleges should do all they can to equip students to thrive in a world full of words and 

ideas that they cannot control.”7  

It is essential for trauma survivors to learn how to go through life without constantly being 

warned about potential reminders they will undoubtedly encounter,8 but as Lukianoff and Haidt 

worry, trigger warnings could contribute to trauma survivors seeing themselves as constantly at 

risk of being triggered and perpetually unable to tolerate reminders of trauma. They also contend 

that trigger warnings and other protective campus practices could prompt even students who 

have not experienced trauma to perceive threat and harm where there is none, rendering them 

more emotionally vulnerable, more fragile, and less resilient. The recent study out of Harvard by 

Bellet, Jones, & McNally indicates that—at least on one of these points—Lukianoff and Haidt 

could be right.9 

Many people experience trauma, but PTSD is rare. While symptoms of acute post-

traumatic stress in the immediate aftermath of a traumatic event are common, more than 90% of 

people who have experienced trauma are able to move forward without developing Post 
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Traumatic Stress Disorder, and the vast majority of those who do suffer from PTSD eventually 

recover—all without the aid of trigger warnings.10 

The Harvard study’s lead author, U.S. Army veteran Benjamin Bellet, told me how important it 

is to “dispel the myth that trauma equals PTSD.” But trigger warnings, the study indicates, not 

only contribute to the misconception that trauma equals PTSD. They may serve to intensify 

rather than eliminate the stigma associated with experiencing trauma, reinforcing the impression 

that trauma always leaves people emotionally impaired. The whole premise of trigger warnings 

seems to be an outgrowth of that myth—that those who have experienced trauma will necessarily 

be permanently scarred by it and must be protected from any potential reminders. 

But trigger warnings aren't just bad for trauma survivors and people who suffer from PTSD. 

According to the Harvard study, for people who have not experienced trauma, trigger warnings 

seem to decrease the belief in their own and others’ resilience, and increase the belief in their 

own and others’ post-traumatic vulnerability to developing a mental disorder, being unable to 

effectively regulate emotions, and generally becoming unable to function. This is of particular 

concern because beliefs about one’s own post-traumatic vulnerability have a meaningful impact 

on post-traumatic recovery. In other words, believing that suffering acute symptoms after a 

traumatic experience (which is common) results in enduring impairment and PTSD (which is 

rare) can be a self-fulfilling prophecy. And the researchers point out that trigger warnings may 

have the effect of encouraging trauma to become central to the identity of those who have 

experienced trauma; and this is associated with increased severity of PTSD symptoms.11 

Employing trigger warnings may also inadvertently communicate to members of the school 

community that ideas and material that students find upsetting or uncomfortable is harmful to 

them or to others. For people who are predisposed to thinking that words have the capacity to do 

harm, trigger warnings serve as a threat-confirmation. And the tendency to negatively interpret 

ambiguous situations—to see threats where no threats exist—is associated with increased risk of 

developing PTSD in the event of trauma.12 

Perhaps the most striking finding, however, is that trigger warnings appear to confirm that words 

can cause harm for people who already believe that they do. The idea that words cause harm has 

begun to take hold on campus. In an opinion essay in the New York Times, respected 

psychology professor Lisa Feldman Barrett even claimed that “speech can be a form of 

violence.”13 Lukianoff and Haidt responded with an essay in The Atlantic explaining why it's a 

bad idea to tell students that words are violence. Citing “aggressive and even violent protests 

[that] erupted at some of the country’s most progressive schools, such as Berkeley, Middlebury 

College, and Evergreen State College,” they argued that encouraging students to believe that 

words are violence “tells the members of a generation already beset by anxiety and depression 

that the world is a far more violent and threatening place than it really is.” 

In my own rejoinder to the Feldman-Barrett piece, I argued that telling people they will suffer 

can make it more likely that they will. 
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Students who believe that hearing certain words or listening to certain speakers can harm them, 

may in fact succumb to a self-fulfilling prophecy. ...it is the belief that words can do harm that 

causes the harm, not the words, themselves.14 

This seems to be borne out by the Harvard study: Subjects who believed that words caused harm 

experienced increased anxiety when they were presented with material preceded by a trigger 

warning, whereas subjects who did not already believe that words caused harm did not. In other 

words, as Bellet told me, “beliefs regarding harm and trauma matter.”  

At least for people who are not survivors of trauma, it appears that trigger warnings can be 

remarkably disempowering.  

 


