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INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS AND GROUP PROCESSES

Creativity and Romantic Passion

Kathleen L. Carswell and Eli J. Finkel
Northwestern University

Madoka Kumashiro
Goldsmiths, University of London

Romantic passion typically declines over time, but a downward trajectory is not inevitable. Across 3
studies (1 of which encompassed 2 substudies), we investigated whether creativity helps bolster romantic
passion in established relationships. Studies 1A and 1B revealed that people with highly creative
personalities report not only greater overall passion but also an attenuation in the tendency for passion
to decline as relationship duration increases. Studies 2 and 3 explored positive illusions about the
partner’s physical attractiveness as a possible mediator of the effect of creativity on passion. Cross-lagged
panel analyses in Study 2 indicated that being creative is linked to a tendency to view the partner as
especially attractive, even relative to the partner’s own self-assessment. Path analyses in Study 3
provided longitudinal evidence consistent with the hypothesis that positive illusions about the partner’s
attractiveness (participant’s assessments, controlling for objective coding of the partner’s attractiveness)
mediate the link between creativity and changes in passion over time. Study 3 also provided longitudinal
evidence of the buffering effect of creativity on passion trajectories over time, an effect that emerged not
only for self-reported passion but also for objectively coded passion during a laboratory-based physical
intimacy task 9 months later. A meta-analytic summary across studies revealed a significant overall main
effect of creativity on passion, as well as a significant moderation effect of creativity on risks of passion
decline (e.g., relationship length).

Keywords: passion, creativity, positive illusions, physical attractiveness, close relationships

Supplemental materials: http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000162.supp

“Let us leave pretty women to men with no imagination.”
—Marcel Proust (1993, p. 592)

In The Captive and The Fugitive, Proust expounds on the
elaborate positive illusions some individuals’ hold for the objects
of their desire. As the narrator shows his friend Robert a picture of
his beloved Albertine, for instance, he becomes immediately aware
of the subjective nature of his infatuation:

What had struck Robert when his eyes fell upon Albertine’s photo-
graph was not the thrills of wonderment that overcame the Trojan

elders seeing Helen . . . but precisely the opposite impression which
may be expressed by: “What, it’s for this that he has worked himself
into such a state” (Proust, 1993, p. 590).

Drawing parallels between his infatuation with Albertine and
Robert’s own infatuation with Rachel, a woman Proust deemed
“not worth twenty francs,” Proust recognizes their mutual ability to
distort the optics through which they see these women—a feat of
mental elaboration that Proust suggests may be better achieved by
imaginative, creative men. Building upon this suggestion, the

Editor’s Note. Geoff MacDonald served as action editor for this arti-
cle.—KK

This article was published Online First January 28, 2019.
Kathleen L. Carswell and Eli J. Finkel, Department of Psychology and

the Kellogg School of Management, Northwestern University; Madoka
Kumashiro, Department of Psychology, Goldsmiths, University of London.

This research was supported in part by a fellowship from the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada to Kathleen L.
Carswell and a Northwestern Graduate Research Grant awarded to Kath-
leen L. Carswell. The opinions and conclusions expressed herein are those

of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of the SSHRC.
The authors thank Lydia Emery for her helpful comments, as well Priscilla
Chan, Victoria Contreras, Isis Davis, Yasemin Doğruol, Mark Fishman,
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