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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this thesis was to compare the presence of suicide risk in college student art 

majors (n = 144) and non-art majors (n = 330), and to determine if flow consciousness cultivated 

hope, purpose in life, or resilience, when manifested through creative expression. Using a 

convenience sample, participants (N = 474) completed a battery of assessments measuring 

depression, suicide risk, creative achievement, flow, hope, purpose, and resilience through an 

online survey. Hypotheses stated that art majors would be at a greater risk for suicide than non-

art majors. Additionally, engagement in flow was predicted to decrease suicide risk as mediated 

by increased hope, purpose in life, or resilience. Results from the online survey indicated that art 

majors were not at a greater risk for suicide than their general peers. Furthermore, the 

relationship between flow and suicide risk was significantly mediated by purpose in life. Purpose 

in life explained 55% of the variance in suicide risk in both art majors and non-art majors. 

Findings suggest that creativity can be a protective factor to suicide risk when engaging in an 

activity that allows creators to experience flow. When creators are in flow, they are also 

experiencing an increased sense of purpose in life, which can lower their risk of suicide. These 

findings may help to inform mental health and career counselor interventions when working with 

college students. Additionally, results from this thesis can advocate for the psychological 

benefits of creativity via engagement in flow consciousness within the context of policy, 

education, and family. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Study Purpose 

There is a label that society tends to place on highly creative people who seem to be 

troubled or strange. We call them “suffering artists” or “mad geniuses” because it helps us to 

make sense of what we don’t understand about this unique population. The purpose of this study 

was to increase the understanding of highly creative college students through an awareness of 

potential suicide risk within this population, and to determine how the psychological benefits of 

creativity can help protect them from this risk. Throughout history, research on the suffering 

artist has been centered around eminent, middle-aged adults. Also, very few of these studies have 

focused on the presence of suicide. To fill gaps in the literature, this study examined the presence 

of suicide risk among a typically younger and less eminent population: college students who are 

art majors.  

In addition to identifying the presence of suicide among arts majors, it is also prudent to 

understand protective factors that may aid in keeping highly creative people alive. Recent 

research has demonstrated numerous positive outcomes to mental health that arise from engaging 

in creativity through the arts in both therapeutic interventions (Maujean, Pepping, & Kendall, 

2014) and everyday experiences (Conner, DeYoung, & Silvia, 2018). According to 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990), flow consciousness is a common, optimal cognitive state experienced 

during creative expression. It is a similar idea to “being in the zone”. This study examined how 

flow, experienced during engagement in art majors’ chosen craft, can be a protective factor to 

suicide risk by potentially fostering increased levels of hope, purpose in life, and resilience.  
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Operationalizing Creativity 

Across research, the idea of the creative person has been conceptualized numerous ways. 

Highly creative adults are those individuals who consider themselves more creative than the 

average adult, but are not necessarily eminent. For example, adults who hold a creative 

occupation in the visual, literary, musical, and performance arts would be considered highly 

creative. Adults who are studying a specific creative domain would also be considered highly 

creative. This thesis operationalizes creativity as developmental ability at four different levels, 

beginning with “mini-c”, which is the formation of unique and meaningful ideas. “Little-c” is the 

everyday creativity where the ideas formed in “mini-c” are put into action. “Pro-c” encapsulates 

professional creativity where creatives are paid for their work. Finally, “Big-C” describes those 

creative ideas and products that change specific domains (Kaufman & Beghetto, 2009). This 

thesis measures creative ability using the Creative Achievement Questionnaire (Carson, 

Peterson, & Higgins, 2005). It will measure the impact of creativity using a standard influenced 

by Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996) definition of creativity described as, “a process by which a 

symbolic domain in the culture is changed” (p. 8). The symbolic domains in his definition refer 

to areas in the arts and sciences such as visual art and nuclear physics. Rather than changing a 

domain in culture, creativity will be examined in this thesis based on how it impacts the mental 

health of individuals. Metzl and Morrell (2008) supported the idea of using personal growth to 

place value on every day, or “little-c” creativity.  

Research Objectives and Questions 

 Three research objectives were created to support the purpose of this thesis. First, 

determine if art majors are at a higher risk for depression and suicide than non-art majors. 

Second, investigate whether there is a positive relationship between creativity and flow 
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consciousness. Finally, ascertain if hope, purpose in life, or resilience mediate the relationship 

between flow and suicide risk in both groups. Research questions were informed by the literature 

reviewed in the following chapter. They were crafted using developmental and salutogenic 

lenses. The hope is that this thesis will help to answer these questions in a way that provides 

further understanding about the mental health of highly creative young adults, as well as the 

psychological benefits of “little-c” creativity. 

Objective 1. Determine if art majors are at a higher risk for depression and suicide than 

non-art majors 

Research Q1a. Is there a difference between the levels of depression among art 

majors and non-art majors? 

Research Q1b. Is there a difference between the levels of suicide risk among art 

majors and non-art majors? 

Research Q2a. Is there a difference between the levels of flow among art majors 

and non-art majors? 

Research Q2b. Is there a difference between the levels of hope among art majors 

and non-art majors? 

Research Q2c. Is there a difference between the levels of purpose in life among 

art majors and non-art majors? 

Research Q2d. Is there a difference between the levels of resilience among art 

majors and non-art majors? 

Objective 2. Investigate whether there is a positive relationship between creativity and 

flow consciousness 
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Research Q3a. Is there a significant relationship between creative achievement 

and depression in art majors and non-art majors? 

Research Q3b. Is there a significant relationship between creative achievement 

and suicide risk in art majors and non-art majors? 

Research Q3c. Is there a significant relationship between creative achievement 

and flow in art majors and non-art majors? 

Research Q4a. Is there a significant relationship between flow and depression in 

art majors and non-art majors? 

Research Q4b. Is there a significant relationship between flow and suicide risk in 

art majors and non-art majors? 

Research Q4c. Is there a significant relationship between flow and hope in art 

majors and non-art majors? 

Research Q4d. Is there a significant relationship between flow and purpose in life 

in art majors and non-art majors? 

Research Q4e. Is there a significant relationship between flow and resilience in 

art majors and non-art majors? 

Objective 3. Ascertain variables that mediate the relationship between flow 

consciousness and suicide risk 

Research Q5a. Does hope significantly mediate the relationship between flow 

and suicide risk in art majors and non-art majors? 

Research Q5b. Does resilience significantly mediate the relationship between 

flow and suicide risk in art majors and non-art majors? 
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Research Q5c. Does purpose in life significantly mediate the relationship 

between flow and suicide risk in art majors and non-art majors? 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Suicidality Among Creative Adults 

The term suicide is defined as an intentional death due to self-injurious behavior (Suicide, 

2017). Suicide is a sensitive topic that impacts everyone at varying levels either directly or 

indirectly. For some people, suicide affects them personally, and for others, suicide may only be 

a societal concern. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2016), in 2016 

13.42 out of every 100,000 people completed suicide in the United States of America. In 

addition, for every completed suicide, 25 attempts were made. Unfortunately, due to the stigma 

associated with suicide, data tends to be under-reported. 

Narrowing the scope of these numbers across time to examine suicide rates among highly 

creative adults can be challenging as there have been few studies reporting on this topic. Most of 

the research has pulled data from eminent creative adult populations. 

In a striking study conducted by Stack (1996), the author found that professional artists 

(defined using standard federal occupational codes which include visual, performance, musical, 

and literary careers) had a 125% higher risk of suicide than nonartists when gender and 

sociodemographic variables were controlled. The percentage increased to 270% when those 

variables were included. Using data from the U.S. Bureau of Census, Stacks explained that in 

1991, 33 out of 100,000 deaths of artists were by suicide, which was almost three times the 

national average of the general population. 

Preti, De Biasi, and Miotto (2001) discovered in their sample of 4,564 eminent artists 

who died throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 63 deaths were by suicide. Of these 

63 suicides, 53 were literary artists, 6 were visual artists, and 4 were musicians. Preti and Miotto 

(1999) examined suicide risk among eminent architects, painters, sculptors, writers, poets, and 
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playwrights who died between the 1800s and 1900s. Out of 3,093 deaths, 59 were suicides, 

which was consistent with ratios reported in previous studies of suicide rates among eminent 

artists. Schildkraut, Hirshfeld, and Murphy (1994) studied fifteen eminent Abstract 

Expressionists and found high rates of mental illness (depressive disorders and alcoholism) as 

well as suicide. Specifically, two out of the fifteen painters completed suicide, at least six were 

diagnosed with a depressive disorder, and at least five suffered from alcoholism. The researchers 

erred conservatively due to the review of published biographies, and archival poems and letters 

when collecting information for this article. Therefore, more painters may have experienced 

mental illness than was recorded. 

The literature suggests that writers, particularly poets, tend to have the highest risk for 

suicide out of all creative occupations. Of all the creative professions, literary artists have one of 

the least expensive mediums, as they use paper, a writing utensil, and a computer. It is also a 

profession that tends toward isolation. Low monetary investment in materials and seclusion can 

be risk factors. Comparatively, painters and architects tend to have lower suicide rates as they 

require social interaction and financial resources to produce work (Preti & Miotto, 1999). 

Similarly, Jamison (1993) studied suicide rates of British poets of the 1900s and found them to 

be significantly higher than the general population. As for female writers specifically, Ludwig 

(1994) found that 15% reported attempting suicide during their lifetime, while only 3% of female 

nonwriters reported attempting suicide during their lifetime. 

Overall, the literature reveals significantly high suicide rates among those in eminent 

creative occupations. These findings cannot be generalized to noneminent creatives, but further 

research including this population may lead to more generalizable results.  
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Suicidality Among Creative College Students 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2016) there has been a 

steady increase in the suicide rates among people ages 18 to 24 years old—the majority age 

range of college students—from the year 2000 (11.6/100,000) to 2016 (15.0/100,000). Little 

research has been conducted on suicide risk among highly creative college students. Though, 

what has been found provides an empirically reliable connection between this population and 

suicide (Webb, Meckstroth, & Tolan, 1989). Highly creative college students are significantly 

more open and less judgmental to the idea of suicide than their general peers (Domino, 1988). 

Some researchers hypothesize the creative personality trait of openness to experience may be an 

explanation to this fact (Drapeau & DeBrule, 2011). 

Drapeau and DeBrule (2011) conducted a study examining commonalities between 

creativity and suicide among college students. The most frequent similarities found among both 

highly creative students and students at risk for suicide included hypomania, impulsivity, 

psychosis, and psychoticism. As with eminent adults, these characteristics speak to the clear 

connection held between creativity and suicide risk. How they impact one another, as in the 

relationship between creativity and suicide risk is another question. Drapeau and DeBrule (2013) 

went on to further their 2011 findings and conducted a more recent study of 90 undergraduate 

students from an introductory level psychology course. They found a significant, positive 

relationship between suicidal ideation and creativity. Creativity was operationalized through 

measurements of divergent thinking and creative achievement. Out of the 10 creative domains 

assessed in this study, the researchers discovered those students who endorsed creative 

achievement in visual arts, creative writing, theater/film, and dance had the highest levels of 
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suicide risk. Students with high creative achievement in architectural design had the greatest risk 

for suicide among all the domains. 

Psychopathology as a Risk Factor 

With research demonstrating an obvious presence of abnormally high suicide rates 

among eminent creative adults and highly creative college students, it begs the question, why? 

To examine all of the variables that could contribute to this phenomenon would be impossible as 

researchers will never be able to know the true motivations and causes of those creatives that 

took their lives. For the sake of this review, a couple of the most common explanations will be 

discussed. One theme that continues to emerge from the literature addresses the presence of 

psychopathology among artists. The literature suggests a bidirectional relationship between 

artists and mental illness. Artists with a predisposition to mental illness can be drawn to a 

creative career, and an artist’s career can lead them to experience mental illness (Runco, 1998; 

Stack, 1996). 

Mental disorder, also known as psychopathology, and creativity have a long, complex 

history. Research has demonstrated that overall, eminent creatives have higher prevalence rates 

of mental illness than the general population. Some rates have been found to be as high as 56% 

(Juda, 1949; Ludwig, 1994). Schizophrenia, depression, mood disorders, bipolar disorders, and 

alcoholism are among the most common pathological disorders experienced by highly creative 

adults (Andreasen, 1987; Juda, 1949; Missett, 2013; Post, 1996). In a study examining 47 British 

writers, Jamison (1989) found significantly higher rates of mental illness, particularly affective 

disorders, when compared to the general population. She also found the highest rates of bipolar 

disorder among poets when comparing the various types of writers in her sample. 
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Across the professional artistic domains, writers tend to be at the greatest risk for 

pathological disorder. This finding parallels data on writers and suicide rates. In a study by 

Kaufman (2001), the author discovered that female writers, specifically eminent female poets, 

were significantly more likely to suffer from mental illness when compared to eminent females 

in other careers. Consistent themes of self-destructive acts and depression were also revealed 

during the review of 80 contemporary eminent women writers (Piirto, 1998). When compared to 

a matched control group, Andreasen (1987) discovered 30 writers from the Iowa Writers 

Workshop had significantly higher rates of mental illness, specifically affective disorders, bipolar 

disorders, and alcoholism. Concerning ability level across all the domains, eminent creatives are 

more likely to suffer from mental illness than noneminent creatives (Kaufman, 2001a; Ludwig, 

1995). 

There may be abundant evidence supporting the notion that eminent creatives tend to 

present with higher rates of psychopathology than the general population, but the literature is not 

conclusive. Contrary to the previous research findings mentioned above, a Swedish study found 

that people within creative professions did not suffer from schizophrenia, schizoaffective 

disorder, unipolar depression, anxiety disorders, alcohol abuse, drug abuse, autism, attention 

deficit hyperactivity disorder, anorexia nervosa, nor completed suicide more often than the 

controls. The study did find an increase in bipolar disorder among people within creative 

professions, especially authors. When comparing psychopathology across creative careers, 

authors were more likely to be diagnosed with schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, unipolar 

depression, anxiety disorders, alcohol abuse, drug abuse, and to commit suicide. When analyzing 

suicide among authors, the researchers controlled for diagnosed pathology and still found a 
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greater likelihood for suicide risk among authors when compared to controls (Kyaga, Landén, 

Boman, Hultman, Långström, & Lichtenstein, 2013). 

To counter the notion that suicidal creatives come into their careers with 

psychopathology, researchers suggest that the stress of creative careers resulting from continual 

rejection of personal work, and low socioeconomic status can manifest suicidal behaviors (Preti 

& Miotto, 1999; Stack, 1996). In a study examining premature mortality in eminent creatives 

from various disciplines, Cassandro (1998) suggests why there may be a high prevalence of 

mental illness within artistic occupations by stating, “...the arts not only are found to be inviting, 

but may also hold the promise of increased creative potential to those individuals prone to mental 

illness” (p. 823). 

Runco (1998) explains in his article about Sylvia Plath, that her substantial, personal, 

psychological investment in her work (which was demanded by the field), combined with the 

large amount of writing she was producing, and the stress of the quantity and quality of the 

criticism that came with being a professional poet, manifested her depression and suicide risk. It 

can be interpreted that Plath experienced significant anxiety from the production of her craft 

rather than a therapeutic catharsis. Runco goes on to explain that it is possible at the time of her 

suicide, Plath no longer felt writing was a safe place for disclosure of her most intimate self, and 

was consequently suppressing her emotional conflicts. 

Creativity as a Protective Factor 

Positive psychology—the study of what is right with people—is a lens by which to 

examine how the act of creative expression, the very essence of a creative person, can protect 

their well-being. Multidisciplinary research has demonstrated numerous benefits of creative 

expression. From mental, to physical, to spiritual, to social wellness, being creative can help 
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people experience optimal human functioning. Consciously and subconsciously it can heal them 

from the past, sustain them in the present, and protect them from the future. 

Creativity is a construct commonly represented within positive psychology. Across the 

literature it has been operationalized a number of ways using systems, personality, cognitive, 

intelligence, biological, developmental, and social theories. In its most simple form, creativity 

can be described as three different things acting both simultaneously and independently of one 

another. These three characteristics include, an active process, a resulting product, and a 

character trait. At this time, there is not a single agreed upon definition of creativity. 

Nevertheless, there are a few broad notions surrounding creativity. A creative process is the act 

of making something new. A creative product is the new entity, and the set of personality traits 

that describe creative people tend to be both complex and dialectical. Creatives can freely move 

between the spectrum of these traits when needed. For example, they can be energetic and 

restful, smart and naive, playful and disciplined, imaginative and realistic, extroverted and 

introverted, humble and proud, passionate and objective, feel both severe pain and overwhelming 

enjoyment, and exhibit androgynous features (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Kerr, 2009). 

Using the “Four C Model of Creativity” by Kaufman and Beghetto (2009), has helped 

scholars within various fields conceptualize creativity. This model views creativity as a 

developmental process. Starting with “mini-c” creativity, this is the learning process that 

includes personally meaningful and unique ideas. Next is “little-c” creativity, which is the 

inherent, everyday creative ability that all people possess. The third level, “pro-c” creativity, is 

the creativity displayed by professionals in creative careers. Finally, “Big-C” creativity, is the 

type held by creative geniuses that changes domains. “Big-C” creativity is the type found in most 

literature surrounding mental illness and suicide. 
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Metzl and Morrell (2008) argue for the significance of “mini-c” creativity and “little-c” 

creativity as agents of change within personal and relational growth. They explain that ordinary 

creativity encourages insightful problem solving. By practicing this skill, creatives can cultivate 

positive ways of thinking and acting outside of their creative activity that contributes to their 

well-being. If creatives are practicing their craft in a way that increases their well-being, then it 

may be suggested that they are decreasing their future risk for suicide, as well-being and suicide 

risk have a reciprocal relationship (Bates & Bowles, 2011).  

Fortunately, research has uncovered much evidence that supports numerous benefits of 

creativity as a process. According to Kerr and McKay (2013), creatives are drawn toward artistic 

careers that encourage creative expression because the careers allow them to express their many 

talents, needs, activity levels, values, and interests. Mraz and Runco (1994) found that 

nonclinical college students who had greater ability to use divergent thinking (which is positively 

associated with creativity) had lower risk for suicidal ideation. These students were able to think 

of more solutions to problems, which is a protective factor to suicide. Therefore, it can be 

speculated that creatives who have the ability to use divergent thinking in their craft may be able 

to use their creative problem-solving skills as adaptive coping mechanisms to protect themselves 

from risk of suicide. In addition to differences between creative and uncreative students in Mraz 

and Runco’s (1994) study, variance in suicide risk was also present between artistic careers. 

A significant study in the literature pertaining to professional, eminent musicians 

conducted by Preti, De Biasi, and Miotto (2001) gives four speculations as to why they tend to 

have lower suicide rates than eminent artists in the literary and visual fields. One reason a 

professional music career can be a protective factor to suicide is that is requires financial 

stability. It can cost substantial amounts of money to maintain a musical instrument. Therefore, 
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professional musicians must work to earn a living that can sustain their craft. Suicide may not 

impact eminent musicians as much as other creative professions because the demanding 

technical skill that is required of the brain to read music, and physically master an instrument 

protects the musician from the vulnerabilities of severe mental illnesses. Third, eminent 

musicians are required to engage in human interaction in various ways, which can be another 

protective factor. Finally, the researchers suggest that participating in the musical arts gives 

musicians a natural realm to work through emotional conflict that is not shielded by literary or 

visual symbols.  

Flow Consciousness 

Csikszentmihalyi (1996) identified a psychological consciousness that can occur during 

creative expression referred to as flow. Flow is not a requirement of creativity. One can be 

creative without experiencing flow consciousness. With that said, research on flow over the last 

twenty years has supported the notion that experiencing flow positively impacts well-being. 

Flow is a cognitive state composed of nine subjective characteristics: (a) merging of 

action and awareness; (b) loss of self-consciousness; (c) a sense of control; (d) altered sense of 

time; (e) an autotelic (intrinsically motivating) activity; (f) set of goals; (g) immediate feedback; 

(h) balance between perceived challenges and skills; and (i) exclusion of distractions. During 

flow, one is intensely focused on the intrinsically motivating activity at hand and they lose 

awareness of their surroundings as well as their self-consciousness. Similarly, flow has been 

compared to the cognitive process of absorption, which allows for effortless experiences during 

times of creativity (Manmiller, Kumar, & Pekala, 2005). This focused state of mind contributes 

to well-being as it blocks out psychic entropy, the brain’s default thought setting that produces 

chaotic anxiety about fears and desires. Absent of psychic entropy, creatives are able to 
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confidently make their work without anxiety of losing control. Also, time seems to pass by 

quickly because attention is focused exclusively on the activity at hand, effortlessly keeping 

distractions out of consciousness, which again helps to eliminate psychic entropy. 

These characteristics of flow contribute to well-being as they are enjoyable and 

rewarding. What makes an activity/experience autotelic and continually repeated is the sheer 

enjoyment that comes from participating in the activity itself. An autotelic activity typically 

provides a clear set of goals which provides direction, purpose, and structure to help channel 

attention. Flow occurs during an autotelic activity when one receives immediate feedback which 

gives direction to one’s development in a given activity. This clear direction promotes a sense of 

competence and control. Finally, a matched balance between perceived challenges and skills 

during flow consciousness provides optimal human functioning. However, if skill level exceeds 

challenge, boredom can subsume. Anxiety arises if challenges are too difficult and are not 

appropriately matched to skill level (Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). 

This leads to the question, how? How can being in flow consciousness during creative 

expression enhance well-being and act as a protective factor to mental health adversity? 

Research has found that flow has the potential to foster three important constructs that are also 

protective factors to suicide risk: hope, purpose in life, and resilience. Unfortunately, no research 

has been exclusively conducted on how flow during creativity fosters hope, purpose in life, 

and/or resilience. Therefore, when examining hope, purpose in life, and resilience, this review 

reports data from the literature about the impact of flow and the impact of creativity separately.   

Hope Found in Creativity and Flow  

Since the early 1900s, many definitions of hope have been created throughout the 

literature. Numerous research studies the Beck Hopelessness Scale (Beck, 1986) and Snyder’s 
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Hope Scale (Davidson, Wingate, Rasmussen, & Slish, 2009; Kermani, Khodapanahi, & Heidari, 

2011), and have validated that hope can be a buffer to suicide risk. This study conceptualizes 

hope using Snyder’s theory of hope. Snyder constructed his hope theory using a cognitive and 

emotional framework. He explained that hope is a motivational state built from goals, pathways, 

and agency. Goals are the main component in hope. They need to be both important and 

attainable. Pathways thinking, also known as “waypower,” involves finding routes to achieve 

goals. Finally, agency, also known as “willpower,” is the ability to stay focused and motivated to 

reach goals even in the face of obstacles (Edwards, 2009). 

Examining flow and hope, elements of flow consciousness align with hope. When in flow 

consciousness, one has clear goals, which is the first requirement to having hope. Secondly, 

when experiencing flow during an activity, there is a balance between challenge and skills. One 

also feels as though they have confident control over their actions and next steps during the 

activity. These ideas reflect the notion of having pathways to achieve goals in order to be 

hopeful. Next, flow encourages one to have intense focus during their activity. Also, the creative 

activity is autotelic meaning one has the motivation to participate in the activity for the activity’s 

sake. Having focus and motivation to achieve goals are the final pieces to obtaining hope. 

Therefore, it can be suggested that flow consciousness may support the development of hope. 

In terms of how creativity can impact hope, there have been a handful of studies. Kennett 

(2000) conducted a study where terminally ill patients in a hospice day centre participated in 

individual visual art and creative writing activities that were put together into a series of 

collaborative works of art. Through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 50 participants 

about their creative experiences, hope presented itself as the overarching theme. Creative 

expression promoted hopefulness in the participants by: (a) broadening their beliefs of what was 
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possible; (b) giving the present moment life and inducing a sense of faith in the future; (c) giving 

them control over elements of their activities and setting attainable goals; and (d) stimulating 

feelings of interconnectedness with one another. Various aspects of flow consciousness are 

mentioned throughout this study such as a set of goals, a sense of control, and immediate 

feedback from the creative activity facilitators. If measured in Kennett’s study, it could be 

speculated that some participants might have endorsed experiencing flow consciousness. 

         Characteristics such as increased self-esteem and confidence were reported by 

participants in an art therapy program hosted by a community mental health organization 

(Heenan, 2006). Although flow was not directly measured in this study, previous research has 

supported the notion that being in flow consciousness increases self-esteem and confidence as 

one overcomes challenges while engaging in an autotelic activity in order to accomplish goals 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1988). Participants mentioned additional ways that creating art cultivated 

feelings of hope for the future. They reported that the process itself was cathartic and helped to 

break down communication barriers about sensitive topics such as mental health stigma. It also 

gave them a place to visualize or process their thoughts, which has been reported to foster 

hopefulness (Heenan, 2006). 

         Mayo (2016) argues mental health treatments that cultivate hopefulness can, “1) 

promote mastery, 2) provide meaning, 3) reduce anticipated isolation or alienation, and 4) 

increase one’s sense of dignity and self-worth to face the future positively” (p. 79). In flow 

consciousness during engagement in an autotelic activity, one experiences a balance between 

perceived challenges and skills which promotes mastery. Through this balance, goals are 

accomplished, which strengthens dignity and self-worth. The activity also brings order to psychic 

entropy which can cultivate meaning and reduce anxiety. 
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Overall, research has supported the idea that creative expression, especially through the 

creative arts therapies (Kennett, 2000; Silverman, 2016), can foster hopefulness by various 

means. The previously mentioned research is comprised of phenomenological approaches and 

case studies. More research needs to be conducted to support the notion that flow 

consciousness—one element of the creative process—can cultivate hope. At this time only 

speculation can be stated about this relationship. 

Purpose in Life Found in Creativity and Flow 

Across centuries, philosophers and scholars have studied the idea of purpose in life. 

Generally, the terms meaning and purpose are used interchangeably, though they have different 

connotations. Meaning pertains to those things (i.e. experiences, objects, people, etc.) in life that 

give it reason and help justify existence, while purpose refers to at least one substantial goal that 

contributes to a person’s search for meaning and reaches beyond the self by making a difference 

in the world (Damon, Menon, & Cotton Bronk, 2003). Research has found that having and 

pursuing meaning in life can protect against suicide risk (Kleiman & Beaver, 2013). This study 

will use Victor Frankl’s ideas to conceptualize purpose in life and use the terms meaning and 

purpose synonymously. Frankl is the creator of logotherapy, which is a psychological theory 

stating universally, humans possess an innate drive to find meaning and purpose in life. This 

desire helps fuel the motivation to live. Logotherapy posits there are three types of values that 

people can act on to find meaning. First, people can find meaning in creating or producing 

something. Second, experiencing something such as love can produce meaning. Finally, meaning 

can come from holding certain attitudes in various situations (Pisca & Feldman, 2009).  

Examining Frankl’s three values, it seems they align with the constructs of both flow 

consciousness and creativity. The first value, is obviously stated, engaging in creativity can 



 19 

cultivate purpose in life. Flow and creative expression are both significant psychological and 

physical experiences, which aligns with Frankl’s second value. One of the most important facts 

from this review is that flow and creativity produce optimal life experiences. This supports the 

third set of values, attitudinal. A natural consequence of engaging in positive life events is a 

positive attitude. 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) explained that life may not have inherent meaning, but by 

engaging in activities that create a sense of flow, life can be given meaning. Meaning is created 

when people have goals or challenges compelling enough to focus their attention and integrate 

their actions in a way that orders their natural psychic entropy within the mind. Creative 

activities that “provide clear objectives, clear rules for actions, and a way to concentrate and 

become involved...can serve to give meaning to a person’s life” (p. 215). Overall, very little 

research has been conducted about the relationship between flow, creativity, and purpose in life. 

What has been found is fragmented, but overwhelmingly validates Csikszentmihalyi’s statement. 

For example, through interviews about their art-making experience, Fisher and Specht (2000) 

found that older adults, age 60-93 years old, who participated in weekly creative art activities 

cultivated a sense of purpose, and further developed their problem-solving skills. Specifically, 

feeling as though they had goals, had something to look forward to, made a contribution, and 

were able to leave a part of themselves behind, helped participants derive purpose in life from 

their creative activities. Findings from the interviews support the notion that creative expression 

can help people foster meaning, hopefulness, and happiness. Similarly, Krawczynski and 

Olszewski (2000) used a multimodal program that incorporated creative stimulation with older 

adults and found significantly increased purpose in life and decreased depression scores using 
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empirically validated measurement scales. Furthermore, these changes were sustained six months 

post-intervention. 

Since the inception of positive psychology in 1998, it has been integrated into various 

fields and continues to leave its mark in new places. Lomas (2016) examines the topic of positive 

art. Influenced by positive psychology, positive art is the study of how art-making and art 

appreciation contribute to well-being. Through review of the literature, five main categories 

emerged. Positive outcomes from engaging in creative visual art, music, literature, and drama 

activities include: (a) sense-making (finding meaning in life); (b) enriching experience (feeling 

emotions); (c) aesthetic appreciation (beauty of the work brings joy); (d) entertainment; and (e) 

bonding with others. Through this review, it is clear that people can organically flourish through 

creative engagement in the arts at least five powerful ways. 

         In terms of suicide risk, Armstrong and Manion, (2015) found an inverse 

relationship between meaningful youth engagement and suicidal ideation. The authors used a 

combination of engagement theories, including flow, to define meaningful engagement as, “an 

activity which promotes success, challenge, would be hard to give up, is believed to be 

important, and is experienced as fun” (p. 21). The more adolescents prescribed personal meaning 

to their extracurricular activities, the less likely they were to report suicidal thoughts. It may be 

prudent for future research to examine meaningful youth engagement within specific 

extracurricular activities, particularly creative ones. 

Being creative and experiencing flow consciousness have both been empirically 

supported to foster a sense of purpose in life. Since having purpose in life is one of the best 

protective factors to suicide risk, it can be suggested that engaging in creative activities that 

produce flow consciousness are important in helping reduce suicide risk. 
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Resilience Found in Creativity and Flow 

Resilience is another construct within the positive psychology movement. Also known as 

“mental toughness” (Piirto, 2004, p. 353), resilience is the idea that one is able to flourish during 

or after exposure to adversity. Research has demonstrated that resilience can be a protective 

factor to suicide risk (Roy, Carli, & Sarchiapone, 2011). Over the last two decades empirical 

exploration about resilience has dramatically increased and expanded as it has been applied to 

numerous disciplines. One of those domains that has gained attention recently is creativity. 

According to Metzl and Morrell (2008) creativity and resilience are related in a few 

different ways. First, creative personalities and resilient personalities can share similar traits. 

Traits that may be inherently shared between creative and resilient personalities include problem 

solving--similar to divergent thinking (Torrance, 1995), self-awareness, initiative, 

expressiveness, spontaneity, flexibility, ingenuity, adaptability, originality (Barron, 1969; Kirton, 

1994), and dualism, which is the ability to readily move from one extreme of a trait to the other 

paradoxical extreme (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). Humor, aggression, the ability to find alternative 

solutions to set goals, and tolerating ambiguity are also characteristics shared between creative 

and resilient personalities. 

Second, the act of creative expression can foster resilience as the creative process 

encourages people to practice those shared traits or skills. Creativity and resilience have a 

bidirectional relationship and both can impact one another. The more creative one is, the more 

likely they are to possess resilience skills, and the less resilient one is, the less likely they are to 

have creative skills. Therefore, both constructs of creativity and resilience can be examined as a 

product and/or a process (Metzl & Morrell, 2008). For example, to be creative, one has to be able 

to create something novel, which involves manipulating existing materials (Barron, 1969). 
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Meneely and Portillo (2005) devised the notion of creative adaptation, which requires one to be 

able to think flexibly by adapting one’s responses to a given domain while changing a given 

domain. Creative adaptation, similar to the notions of resourcefulness and practical creativity, 

can apply to domains both inside and outside of creativity. Therefore, this ability to be flexible 

can mirror a similar ability found in resilient personalities. Resilient people are able to use 

positive adaptation skills to reshape their responses to adverse experiences (Masten & Powell, 

2003). Through this lens, creative adaptation is theoretically similar to adaptation skills found 

through resilience. 

A more specific example of how creative expression can foster resilience comes from the 

construct of flow. Since flow is a state of consciousness, it is only one aspect of the creative 

process and it is not a requirement. Creative product can be made without experiencing flow, but 

by doing so one may be missing out on valuable life skills that cultivate resilience. Informed by 

the idea that flow is an optimal state of consciousness that fosters complexity of the self, Parr, 

Montgomery, and DeBell (1998) described various ways experiencing flow that can help 

students build resilience. The first characteristic of flow the authors explain is goal setting. 

Students who have clear goals develop “resilience characteristics such as initiative, proactivity, 

acceptance of responsibility, and commitment” (p. 29). Having goals and choices can help 

students to feel in control. Control allows students to display the “resilient characteristics of 

proactivity, commitment, a willingness to take risks, and initiative” (p. 29). When students feel 

they have control over their choices, they develop intrinsic motivation, which is a key facet of 

flow. Being centered, or focusing attention in the present moment, is another element of flow, 

which encourages the resilient characteristics of “insight, creativity, openness to new ideas, 

novelty seeking, and attentiveness” (p. 29). Feedback is an important feature of flow that helps 
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students to build trust, maintain commitments, and develop optimism, all qualities of resilience. 

The final element of Flow theory discussed in this article pertains to developing the self through 

appropriate levels of challenge. When the self is able to become more complex, students also 

grow the resilience skills of “self-confidence, independence, optimistic outlook, and proactivity” 

(p. 30). Additionally, by engaging in flow (say through a creative activity), it allows the mind to 

focus in such a way that provides order to its natural state of psychic entropy, which fosters 

resilience or “mental toughness” to bounce back from adversity. 

Overall, past literature has found that eminent artists and college students with high 

creative achievements tend to be at a greater risk for suicide than the general population. Factors 

that seem to contribute to this risk include psychopathology, and stress inducing occupational 

demands. Very little research has been conducted in this area as these conclusions come from 

four to five published articles. Studies have also found that creativity can also be a protective 

factor to poor mental health outcomes. Researchers have been assigned the task of continuing to 

differentiate the various, specific aspects of creativity that either positively or negatively impact 

mental health. Flow, a specific cognitive state experienced during creative expression, leads to 

improved well-being when practiced. Past literature has found that hope, purpose in life, and 

resilience are all variables that can be fostered through flow, and protect against suicide risk. 

This study was created to compare and predict the levels of suicide risk, depression, creative 

achievement, flow, hope, purpose in life, and resilience in college students (art majors vs. non-art 

majors) using quantitative data. The next chapter will deconstruct the methodology used in this 

study to gather and analyze data. Hypotheses to each research questions are also listed. 
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Chapter 3: Method 

Participants 

Data collection began the first week of December 2017, and ended the first week of 

February 2018. A total of 544 subjects were recruited through social media, email, SONA, and 

word-of-mouth. Participants that indicated an undecided major or no major were removed from 

the data set due to the inability to categorize them into art major or non-art major groups. This 

left 474 responses used in data analyses. Participating students represented both art majors (n = 

144, 30.4%) and non-art majors (n = 330, 69.6%). There were 247 females (52.1%), 220 males 

(46.4%), and 7 participants (1.5%) whom indicated their gender as “other”. The majority of 

participants were 18-24 years old (344, 72.6%), followed by 25-34 years old (108, 22.8%), 35-44 

years old (16, 3.4%), 45-54 years old (4, 0.8%), and finally, 55-64 years old (2, 0.4%). As for the 

representation of ethnicity, there was little diversity. The majority of participants were White 

(369, 77.8%). The other 22.2% of the sample included Asian/Pacific Islander (39, 8.2%), Other 

(30, 6.3%), Hispanic or Latino (23, 4.9%), Black or African American (10, 2.1%), and Native 

American or American Indian (3, 0.6%). To complete the demographic information, students 

indicated their academic status as either bachelor degree (341, 71.9%), master degree (72, 

15.2%), doctoral degree (38, 8%), or non-degree seeking (23, 4.9%). Geographically, 

participants were represented from various countries across the world. Most survey responses 

were collected from the Midwest region of the United States of America. 

Measures 

Students took a battery of measurements through an online, Qualtrics survey. This battery 

consisted of a demographic form, the Patient Health Questionnaire (Kroenke & Spitzer, 2002), 

the Suicidal Affect-Behavior-Cognition Scale (Harris et al., 2015), the Creative Achievement 
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Questionnaire (Carson, Peterson, & Higgins, 2005), the Flow Short Scale (Rheinberg et al., 

2007), the Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1991), the Purpose in Life Test (Crumbaugh & Maholick, 

1964), and the Brief Resilience Scale (Smith et al., 2008). Correlation coefficients are provided 

for each measure. The typical effect size of the correlation coefficients in social science research 

ranges from weak .10, to moderate .30, to strong .50+ (Cohen, 1988).  

Demographic Form. 

Students were asked to indicate their age, gender, ethnicity, academic status, and 

major (including Undecided). 

Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9). 

A nine question self-report assessment used to make depression diagnosis based 

off DSM-IV criteria, and measure depression severity (Kroenke & Spitzer, 2002). A score 

of 5 represented mild depression, 10 indicated moderate depression, 15 represented 

moderately severe, and 20 indicated severe depression levels. Across studies, Cronbach's 

alpha measuring the internal reliability of the PHQ-9 ranged from (α = .86-.89), which is 

high for social science research. Rate-of-Change analysis revealed an area under the 

curve (AUC) of .95. A perfect AUC score is 1.0, therefore, a .95 indicates the PHQ-9 can 

discriminate well between persons with major depression and persons without (Kroenke, 

Spitzer, & Williams, 2001).    

Suicidal Affect-Behavior-Cognition Scale. 

A 6-item self-report measure of suicide risk. The Suicidal Affect-Behavior-

Cognition Scale uses the suicidal barometer model to display current levels of distress 

and predict future risk. The scale has high internal reliability (α = .86-.93, split-half = .90-

.94), and predictive of future suicide risk (r = .73) (Harris et al., 2015). 
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Creative Achievement Questionnaire. 

A 96-item, self-report checklist that measures creative achievement across 10 core 

domains. These domains include visual art, music, creative writing, dance, drama, 

architecture, humor, scientific discovery, invention, and culinary. Test-retest reliability 

design produced a high score of .81 (p < .001). A zero-order correlation score came in at 

.59 (p < .001) indicating a strong, positive correlation suggesting that past creative 

behavior is a good predictor of future creative production ability (Carson, Peterson, & 

Higgins, 2005).  

Flow Short Scale. 

A 10-item assessment that measures all facets of flow consciousness. Three 

additional items measure perceived importance through items that ask about perceived 

difficulty, skill, and demand of the activity. The first 10 questions are placed on a 7-point 

scale, while the three additional items use a 9-point scale (Rheinberg et al., 2007). 

Internal consistencies for the flow score in this scale have been reported at (α = .92), and  

at (α = .76) for the three importance questions (Engeser & Rheinberg, 2008). 

Hope Scale. 

 The Hope Scale contains eight hope questions and four filler items. Four agency 

items pertain to one’s motivation to achieve goals. The four pathways questions 

ask about one’s ability to overcome obstacles and find ways to achieve one’s goals. 

Studies indicate the Hope Scale is a reliable instrument to measure hope as Cronbach’s 

alphas for the total scale have ranged from (α = .74-.84) (Snyder et al., 1991). 
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Purpose in Life Test. 

A 20-item, self-report assessment, created to measure an individual’s experience 

of meaning and purpose in life using Frankl’s (Frankl, 1963) values in logotherapy of 

creativity, significant physical and psychological experience, and attitude (Crumbaugh & 

Maholick, 1964; Crumbaugh, 1968). The measurement uses a 7-point Likert scale for 

each item. The scale comes to a final score which can range from 20 (low purpose in life) 

to 140 (high purpose in life) (Crumbaugh & Maholick, 1964). Split-half reliability of .85 

(Crumbaugh, 1968) and test-retest reliability of .83 (Meier & Edwards, 1974) have been 

reported indicating good reliability. Support for convergent and discriminant validity 

have been noted as well (Seeman, 1991). 

Brief Resilience Scale. 

The Brief Resilience Scale is used to measure the ability to bounce back from 

stress. It is a 6-item measure that uses reverse coding for 3 out of the 6 questions. A 5-

point Likert scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” accompanies each 

question. High alpha levels for internal consistency (α = .80-.91) and test-retest reliability 

(α = .62-.69) indicate strong ability to accurately measure resilience (Smith et al., 2008).  

Procedures 

Before data collection, IRB approval was obtained through the University of Kansas. 

Recruitment was conducted through email, personal communication, social media, and SONA 

via the University of Kansas (KU). One participation credit was earned for those KU students 

who use SONA to complete the survey. Informed consent was collected through the online, 

Qualtrics survey prior to starting the battery of measurements. The entire battery took about 15 

minutes to complete. Participants that indicated they would like to receive further information 
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about counseling services available through their specific university (N = 37) were sent an email 

that validated their experience, outlined available options, and included hypertext links. 

Hypotheses 

 The purpose of this study is to determine how experiencing flow consciousness through 

creative expression could be a protective factor to suicide risk in college students. Past studies 

have found positive correlations between creative achievement with suicide risk (Drapeau, & 

DeBrule, 2013; Stack, 1996). Research has also discovered that creativity, flow, hope, purpose in 

life, and resiliency can have positive effects on mental health outcomes. To date, no research has 

examined flow as an aspect of creativity that can protect against suicide risk in creative 

populations. The variables of hope, purpose in life, and resiliency were chosen based off their 

presence in the flow literature, and their impact to suicide risk. Information from this study is 

important because it can help facilitate further understanding of highly creative college students’ 

lived experiences; provide understanding of the beneficial psychological process of flow 

consciousness during creative expression; and encourage exploration into specific and 

appropriate resources that can help protect creative populations from suicide risk. Hypotheses 

subscripts align to research question subscripts. 

Hypothesis 1a. Art majors will have significantly different scores on the Patient Health 

Questionnaire (PHQ-9) than non-art majors.  

Hypothesis 1b. Art majors will have significantly different scores on the Suicide Affect-

Behavior-Cognition Scale than non-art majors. 

Hypothesis 2a. Art majors and non-art majors will have significantly different scores on 

the Flow Short Scale. 
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Hypothesis 2b. Art majors and non-art majors will have significantly different scores on 

the Hope Scale. 

Hypothesis 2c. Art majors and non-art majors will have significantly different scores on 

the Purpose in Life Test. 

Hypothesis 2d. Art majors and non-art majors will have significantly different scores on 

the Brief Resilience Scale.  

Hypothesis 3a. There will be a significant, positive relationship between creative 

achievement and depression in art majors and non-art majors. 

Hypothesis 3b. There will be a significant, positive relationship between creative 

achievement and suicide risk in art majors and non-art majors.  

Hypothesis 3c. There will be a significant, positive relationship between creative 

achievement and flow in art majors and non-art majors.  

Hypothesis 4a. There will be a significant, negative relationship between flow and 

depression in art majors and non-art majors. 

Hypothesis 4b. There will be a significant, negative relationship between flow and 

suicide risk in art majors and non-art majors. 

Hypothesis 4c. There will be a significant, positive relationship between flow and hope 

in art majors and non-art majors. 

Hypothesis 4d. There will be a significant, positive relationship between flow and 

purpose in life in art majors and non-art majors. 

Hypothesis 4e. There will be a significant, positive relationship between flow and 

resilience in art majors and non-art majors.  
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Hypothesis 5a. Hope will significantly mediate the relationship between flow and suicide 

risk in both art majors and non-art majors.  

Hypothesis 5b. Resilience will significantly mediate the relationship between flow and 

suicide risk in both art majors and non-art majors.  

Hypothesis 5c. Purpose in life will significantly mediate the relationship between flow 

and suicide risk in both art majors and non-art majors. 
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Chapter 4: Results  

Before running the analyses, data were coded and cleaned. Participants self-reported 

answers to the demographic question, “What is your major?”. Data from this question was coded 

by splitting participant answers into three groups. The first group coded as “0” were answers that 

indicated an undecided major, or no major at all. The second group coded as “1” was labeled as 

art majors. Following Stack’s (1996) occupational classification, the primary researcher 

indicated participants as art majors if their response to the question fell into the broad categories 

of visual art, music, writing, or performance. The third group coded as “2” were all other majors, 

labeled as non-art majors. The primary researcher used an internet search to determine placement 

of unfamiliar majors listed. Participant responses from the first group were removed from further 

analyses due to inability to classify whether participants were art majors or non-art majors. Only 

answers from art majors and non-art majors were included in this study. 

This thesis examined psychological effects of creativity in highly creative college 

students compared to their general population peers. Therefore, to determine if art majors were 

significantly more creative than non-art majors, creativity was operationalized as creative 

achievement. In this sample, art majors (n = 144) were significantly more creative (M = 18.7, SD 

= 13.3) than non-art majors (n = 330) (M = 14.4, SD = 12.7), t(472) = -3.310, p < .001. See Table 

1 for descriptive statistics. 

Test of Statistical Assumptions 

  For all variables, Levene’s Test for Equality of Variances was p > .05, therefore 

homogeneity of variances was assumed. Violations of assumptions for regression were examined 

before analyses were conducted. Outliers emerged in one out of the seven variables, creative 

achievement. According to Carson, Peterson, and Higgins, (2005), creative achievement is not 
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normally distributed within the general population. Analyses were run with and without these 

cases. No significant differences appeared, therefore, data analyses included outliers. 

Multivariate normality for all variables were checked by creating probability-probability (P-P) 

plots in SPSS and looking at how closely the distribution came to the perfectly diagonal line. All 

variables were confirmed to have multivariate normality. Also, no correlations came close to 

zero among the predictors, therefore linearity was assumed. Finally, collinearity diagnostic tests 

of Tolerance were always greater than .1, and VIF results were always less than 10, which 

indicated no evidence of multicollinearity among the predictors. 

Hypothesis Testing 

Composite scores for each variable in this study were created to answer the following 

research questions using hypothesis testing. These variables included, depression, suicide risk, 

creative achievement, flow consciousness, hope, purpose in life, and resilience. Descriptive 

statistics, bivariate correlation, linear regression, multiple linear regression, and mediation 

analyses were conducted. 

Objective 1. Determine if art majors are at a higher risk for depression and suicide than 

non-art majors 

Research Q1a. Is there a difference between the levels of depression among art majors 

and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 1a. Art majors will have significantly different scores on the Patient Health 

Questionnaire (PHQ-9) than non-art majors. Hypothesis 1a was not supported as there 

was not a significant difference between art major (M = 11.4, SD = 6.9) and non-art 

major (M = 11.5, SD = 7.4) scores on the PHQ-9, t(472) = .251, p > .05. See Table 1 for 

descriptive statistics. 
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Research Q1b. Is there a difference between the levels of suicide risk among art majors 

and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 1b. Art majors will have significantly different scores on the Suicidal Affect-

Behavior-Cognition Scale than non-art majors. Hypothesis 1b was not supported as there 

was not a significant difference between the scores of art majors (M = 8.3, SD = 8.0) and 

the scores of non-art majors (M = 9.3, SD = 9.0), t(472) = 1.081, p > .05 on the Suicidal 

Affect-Behavior-Cognition Scale. See Table 1 for descriptive statistics. 

Research Q2a. Is there a difference between the levels of flow among art majors and 

non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 2a. Art majors and non-art majors will have significantly different scores on 

the Flow Short Scale. Hypothesis 2a was supported. Before participants completed the 

Flow Short Scale, they were asked to type their “favorite activity” relating to their major 

(e.g., painting, singing, writing, coding, etc.) in a provided box within the survey. Art 

majors (M = 51.6, SD = 11.9) engaged in flow consciousness during their favorite activity 

significantly more than non-art majors (M = 47.3, SD = 12.), t(472) = -3.521, p < .001. 

See Table 1 for descriptive statistics. 

Research Q2b. Is there a difference between the levels of hope among art majors and 

non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 2b. Art majors and non-art majors will have significantly different scores on 

the Hope Scale. Hypothesis 2b was not supported as there was not a significant difference 

in hope between art majors (M = 44.7, SD = 11.7) and non-art majors (M = 43.7, SD = 

11.9), t(472) = -.873, p > .05. See Table 1 for descriptive statistics. 
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Research Q2c. Is there a difference between the levels of purpose in life among art 

majors and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 2c. Art majors and non-art majors will have significantly different scores on 

the Purpose in Life Test. Scores on the Purpose in Life Test did not indicate a significant 

difference between art majors (M = 62.6, SD = 16.1) and non-art majors (M = 60.2, SD = 

15.4), t(472) = -1.540, p > .05. See Table 1 for descriptive statistics. 

Research Q2d. Is there a difference between the levels of resilience among art majors 

and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 2d. Art majors and non-art majors will have significantly different scores on 

the Brief Resilience Scale. Finally, there was not a significant difference in levels of 

resilience between art majors (M = 17.9, SD = 7.2) and non-art majors (M = 17.4, SD = 

7.6), t(472) = -.703, p > .05. See Table 1 for descriptive statistics. 
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Objective 2. Investigate whether there is a positive relationship between creativity and 

flow consciousness 

Research Q3a. Is there a significant relationship between creative achievement and 

depression in art majors and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 3a. There will be a significant, positive relationship between creative 

achievement and depression in art majors and non-art majors. Hypothesis 3a was not 

supported as there was not a significant correlation between creative achievement and 

depression in art majors (r = .077, p > .05). A significant, weak negative correlation was 

found between creative achievement and depression (r = -.175, p < .001) in non-art 

majors. See Table 2 for bivariate correlations. 

Research Q3b. Is there a significant relationship between creative achievement and 

suicide risk in art majors and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 3b. There will be a significant, positive relationship between creative 

achievement and suicide risk in art majors and non-art majors. There was not a 

significant relationship between creative achievement and suicide risk in art majors (r = 

.005, p > .05), or non-art majors (r = -.108, p > .05). See Table 2 for bivariate 

correlations. 

Research Q3c. Is there a significant relationship between creative achievement and flow 

in art majors and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 3c. There will be a significant, positive relationship between creative 

achievement and flow in art majors and non-art majors. Creative achievement and flow 

were positively correlated in both art major (r = .245, p < .01) and non-art major (r = 

.174, p < .01) groups. See Table 2 for bivariate correlations.  
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Research Q4a. Is there a significant relationship between flow and depression in art 

majors and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 4a. There will be a significant, negative relationship between flow and 

depression in art majors and non-art majors. Results of the analysis show a significant, 

weak, negative relationship between flow and depression (r = -.211, p < .05) in art 

majors. A significant, moderate, negative relationship was also present between flow and 

depression (r = -.348, p < .001) in non-art majors. See Table 2 for bivariate correlations. 

Research Q4b. Is there a significant relationship between flow and suicide risk in art 

majors and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 4b. There will be a significant, negative relationship between flow and 

suicide risk in art majors and non-art majors. A significant, moderate, negative 

relationship was found between flow and suicide risk (r = -.295, p < .001) in art majors. 

Similarly, a significant, moderate, negative relationship was present between flow and 

suicide risk (r = -.290, p < .01) in non-art majors. Depression and suicide risk were both 

strongly correlated to one another in art majors (r = .681, p < .001) and non-art majors (r 

= .728, p < .001). See Table 2 for bivariate correlations. 

Research Q4c. Is there a significant relationship between flow and hope in art majors and 

non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 4c. There will be a significant, positive relationship between flow and hope in 

art majors and non-art majors. Hypothesis 4c is supported as there is a significant 

relationship between flow and hope in both groups. Correlations between flow and hope 

(r = .478, p < .001) in art majors and flow and hope (r = .475, p < .001) in non-art majors 

both resulted in moderate positive relationships. See Table 2 for bivariate correlations. 
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Research Q4d. Is there a significant relationship between flow and purpose in life in art 

majors and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 4d. There will be a significant, positive relationship between flow and 

purpose in life in art majors and non-art majors. Similarly, correlations between flow and 

purpose in life (r = .455, p < .001) in art majors, and flow and purpose in life (r = .432, p 

< .001) in non-art majors both resulted in positive, moderate relationships. See Table 2 

for bivariate correlations. 

Research Q4e. Is there a significant relationship between flow and resilience in art 

majors and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 4e. There will be a significant, positive relationship between flow and 

resilience in art majors and non-art majors. Finally, Hypothesis 4e was supported as there 

were significant relationships between flow and resilience (r = .297, p < .001) in art 

majors, and flow and resilience (r = .318, p < .001) in non-art majors. Hope and purpose 

were both strongly correlated to one another in art majors (r = .806, p < .001), and non-

art majors (r = .806, p < .001). Hope and resilience were also strongly correlated in art 

majors (r = .624, p < .001), and non-art majors (r = .579, p < .001). Purpose in life and 

resilience had a significant, strong, positive correlation in art majors (r = .649, p < .001), 

and non-art majors (r = .594, p < .001). See Table 2 for bivariate correlations. 
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Objective 3. Ascertain variables that mediate the relationship between flow 

consciousness and suicide risk 

Research Q5a. Does hope significantly mediate the relationship between flow and 

suicide risk in art majors and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 5a. Hope will significantly mediate the relationship between flow and suicide 

risk in both art majors and non-art majors. Starting with art majors, multiple linear 

regression analysis was used to investigate the hypothesis, and results indicated that a 

significant regression equation was found in Model 1 presented in Table 3. Hope was 

inserted into the pathway between flow and suicide risk, (F(2,141) = 41.53, p < .001), 

resulting in an R2 of .371. Therefore, approximately 37% of the variance in suicide risk 

for art majors was accounted for by Model 1. As seen in Table 3, unstandardized beta 

scores for the direct pathway between flow and suicide risk became insignificant (B = -

.00, p > .05). Using a Sobel test approach, it was confirmed hope had a statistically 

significant indirect effect (B = -.42, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.52, -0.31]). Suicide risk scores 

decreased by 0.42 points for each one point increase in hope. Similarly, for non-art 

majors, hope accounted for approximately 33% of the variance in suicide risk, displayed 

by Model 1 in Table 4 which indicates an R2 of .33. Table 4 demonstrates the indirect 

pathway for hope (B = -.43, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.51, -0.35]) significantly mediated the 

direct pathway between flow and suicide risk, (F(2, 327) = 81.44, p < .001). 

Research Q5b. Does resilience significantly mediate the relationship between flow and 

suicide risk in art majors and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 5b. Resilience will significantly mediate the relationship between flow and 

suicide risk in both art majors and non-art majors. In Model 2 represented in Table 3 for 
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art majors, resilience was added to the hope mediation created in Model 1, and results 

indicated that a significant regression equation was found (F(3,140) = 32.33, p < .001), 

with an R2 of .41. Both hope and resilience combined accounted for about 41% of the 

variance in suicide risk for art majors. As seen in Table 3, unstandardized beta scores for 

the direct pathway between flow and suicide risk continued to be insignificant (B = -0.00, 

p > .05). Using a Sobel test, the indirect effect of resilience had a statistically significant 

indirect effect (B = -.28, p < .01, 95% CI [-0.42, -0.10]). Suicide risk scores decreased by 

0.28 points for each one point increase in resilience. Similarly, for non-art majors, Model 

2 displayed in Table 4 accounted for approximately 36% of the variance in suicide risk. 

Table 4 demonstrates that the indirect pathway of Model 2 (B = -.24, p < .001, 95% CI [-

0.37, -0.11]) significantly mediated the direct pathway between flow and suicide risk, 

(F(3, 326) = 61.02, p < .001). 

Research Q5c. Does purpose in life significantly mediate the relationship between flow 

and suicide risk in art majors and non-art majors? 

Hypothesis 5c. Purpose in life will significantly mediate the relationship between flow 

and suicide risk in both art majors and non-art majors. Purpose in life was added to Model 2 to 

create Model 3 for art majors in Table 3. Results indicated purpose in life partially mediated the 

relationship between flow and suicide risk (F(4,139) = 42.76, p < .001). The effect of hope and 

resilience on suicide risk of in the mediation model for art majors became insignificant as seen in 

the unstandardized beta scores for hope (B = -.02, p > .05) and resilience (B = -.10, p > .05). 

Model 3 accounted for about 55% of the variance in suicide risk for art majors. Suicide risk 

scores decreased by 0.34 points for each one point increase in purpose in life. Using a Sobel test, 

the indirect effect of purpose in life was significant (B = -.03, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.44, -0.24]).
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For non-art majors, Model 3 displayed in Table 4 accounted for approximately 55% of 

the variance in suicide risk. Table 4 demonstrates the indirect pathway of Model 3 (B = -.45, p < 

.001, 95% CI [-0.52, -0.37]) significantly mediated the direct pathway between flow and suicide 

risk, (F(4, 325) = 98.55, p < .001). 

Individually, hope, resilience, and purpose in life were found to partially mediate the 

relationship between flow and suicide risk in both art majors and non-art majors. When 

combined into one model, it was found that purpose in life mediated the relationship between 

flow and suicide risk substantially more than hope and resilience combined. Therefore, it was 

concluded that purpose in life was a confounding variable in Model 3 for both groups, and best 

explained the mediation between flow and suicide risk apart from hope and resilience. Figures 1 

and 2 provide visual representations of the relationships between the study variables for both art 

majors and non-art majors. Both figures include the direct pathways between flow consciousness 

and suicide risk, and the multiple linear regression models with accompanying standardized beta 

coefficients and standard errors. 

Overall, increased flow consciousness significantly predicted higher levels of purpose in 

life, and as sense of purpose in life increased, suicide risk scores significantly decreased. 

Therefore, results from this study provide evidence that experiencing flow consciousness during 

preferred college activities relating to major can significantly decrease suicide risk in college 

students as mediated by increased purpose in life.  
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Table 3 

Multiple Linear Regression Predictors of Suicide Risk Among Art Majors 

 Suicide Risk 

   Model 3 

Variable Model 1 B Model 2 B B 95% CI 

Constant 27.10*** 27.30*** 30.31*** [25.82, 34.80] 

Flow -0.00 -0.00 0.04 [-0.05, 0.13] 

Hope -0.42*** -0.31*** -0.02 [-0.16, 0.11] 

Resilience  -0.28** -0.10 [-0.27, 0.07] 

Purpose in Life   -0.34*** [-0.44, -0.24] 

R2 .37 .41 .55  

F 41.23*** 32.31*** 42.76***  

∆R2 .28 .04 .14  

∆F 63.55*** 9.13** 44.15***  

Note. N = 144. CI = confidence interval.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 4 

Multiple Linear Regression Predictors of Suicide Risk Among Non-art Majors 

 Suicide Risk 

   Model 3 

Variable Model 1 B Model 2 B B 95% CI 

Constant 28.72*** 28.84*** 34.45*** [31.34, 37.55] 

Flow -0.02 -0.01 0.02 [-0.04, 0.08] 

Hope -0.43*** -0.34*** 0.05 [-0.05, 0.14] 

Resilience  -0.24*** -0.07 [-0.18, 0.04] 

Purpose in Life   -0.45*** [-0.52, -0.37] 

R2 .33 .36 .55  

F 81.44*** 61.02*** 98.55***  

∆R2 .25 .03 .19  

∆F 121.68*** 13.78*** 135.59***  

Note. N = 330. CI = confidence interval.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Implications, Limitations, and Future Research 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to increase the understanding of highly creative college 

students through an awareness of potential suicide risk within this population, as well as 

determine how the psychological benefits of creativity can help protect them from this 

risk.  Three objectives were informed by the purpose of this thesis to help organize subsequent 

research questions and hypotheses. Objective 1 was to determine if art majors were at a higher 

risk for depression and suicide than non-art majors. Objective 2 sought to investigate whether 

there was support for a positive relationship between creativity and flow consciousness. Finally, 

objective 3 was created to ascertain variables that mediated the relationship between flow and 

suicide risk. 

 Results indicate that this sample of art majors were not at a greater risk for suicide or 

depression than non-art majors. Past research (Kaufman & Beghetto, 2009; Runco, 1998; Stack, 

1996) reported that professional creative ability, “pro-c”, and eminent creative ability, “Big-C” 

levels indicate potential risk for poor mental health outcomes, including depression and suicide 

risk. Findings from this study shown that at the “little-c” creative ability level, there was not a 

significant risk for depression or suicide in this sample. Further results from comparison of 

means demonstrated that art majors had higher levels of creative ability, and experienced flow 

consciousness significantly more than non-art majors during engagement in their favorite activity 

relating to their major. The difference in level of flow experienced between both groups did not 

impact their suicide risk scores. Hope, resilience, and purpose in life had significant positive 

relationships with flow for art majors and non-art majors. Preferred flow activities relating to 
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participants’ major, creative (visual art, music, writing, and performance) or otherwise, resulted 

in decreased suicide risk as mediated by increased purpose in life. 

Consistent with the literature (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996), correlation analysis in this study 

did support a significant, positive relationship between creativity and flow. The more creative 

students were, typically, the higher their flow scores as well. Again, one can be highly creative 

without being in a flow consciousness, but from the results of this study, they may be missing 

out on a potentially positive experience. Results from the mediation analyses validated that both 

increased hopefulness and resilience explained slight reductions in suicide risk, but were weak 

models overall. When purpose in life scores were added to the overall mediation model, those 

scores alone better explained 55% of the variance in suicide risk, and the combined impact of 

flow, hope, and resilience became insignificant. Thus, flow predicted lower suicide risk via 

increased purpose in life. 

Overall, it can be suggested that creativity may be a protective factor to suicide risk when 

engaging in an activity that allows creators to experience flow consciousness. When creators are 

in flow, they are also experiencing a sense of purpose in life, and the stronger their purpose in 

life, the lower their risk of suicide. 

Implications 

This thesis demonstrated how flow consciousness, manifested through creativity, could 

foster hope, purpose in life, and resilience that protect against suicide risk. Findings provide 

evidence as to the importance of everyday creativity. Understanding the positive and negative 

consequences of creativity, and how they impact the mental health of highly creative college 

students can better inform both the personal and professional people in students’ lives.  
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No evidence supported the hypothesis that highly creative students may be at a greater 

risk for suicide, but therapists can use the results from this study to inform appropriate, creative, 

interventions that cultivate flow and purpose in life with clients who are at risk for suicide. 

Similarly, career counselors and professors may want to encourage students to explore majors 

that are informed by their preferred flow activities. Additionally, these findings can help policy 

makers and public stakeholders to understand the psychological benefits of arts-based 

community programs, and advocate for continued funding. Knowing this information, parents 

are encouraged to let children be as creative as possible in hopes of fostering personally 

meaningful interests, and potentially adaptive coping skills. Finally, the results from this study 

can give future researchers new and expanded directions to continue investigating the numerous 

benefits of creativity.  

As for society, the more mental health is discussed in a positive light, the less power 

stigma has to silence desperately needed discussion. This research supports the notion that 

creativity contributes to wellness, specifically through engagement in flow consciousness, in 

turn, helping to normalize mental health. Providing people with opportunities to increase their 

sense of purpose in life through creative activities that cultivate flow are important for positive 

mental health outcomes. According to Myers and Sweeny (2004), improved mental health can 

lead to increased overall wellness. This systemic effect demonstrates that, in order for society to 

not only survive, but to flourish, we cannot afford to look past the holistic benefits of our 

inherent creativity. 

Limitations 

Despite the implications of this study’s results, a variety of limitations should be clearly 

noted. Starting with the literature review, eminent creatives have been the most widely studied 
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group across creativity literature. Ergo, there is a need for creativity and mental health data to be 

drawn from more diverse samples, specifically concerning ability level. Diversity was also an 

issue in the present study as the majority of the sample was collected from 18-24 year-old, 

White, females from the Midwest region of the United States. Results could be better generalized 

had there been a greater representation of minority groups and diverse geographic location. 

Distribution of the survey served as another limitation due to the natural generalizability issues 

of obtaining a convenience sample rather than a true random sample.  

Limitations also existed in the instruments used to collect data. It should be noted that all 

seven assessments used in this study were intended to capture the general construct of each 

variable, making them typically short/brief measurements. Limitations of this study may be the 

number of different measurements used, and the broad, summative scores obtained. In the future, 

using less measurements and greater depth of study of each variable may result in a more vivid 

understanding of the associations between the variables. 

Future Research 

This thesis was informed by the desire to start understanding the holistic benefits of 

creativity from an ecological perspective. A theoretical contribution from this study included the 

mediating effect of purpose in life that significantly reduce suicide risk in both art majors and 

non-art majors. Future research should continue to piece apart various ways of operationalizing 

creativity and mental health outcomes. It should also look at the entire spectrum of social 

implications of creativity from the individual experience, to worldwide impacts. Research 

surrounding creativity and the arts can be a form of advocacy for mental health, public art, 

education, community development, social justice, and policy.  
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Future investigators should examine multicultural variables including but not limited to, 

gender, age, ethnicity, race, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, social class, education, 

mental and physical ability, relationship status, job status, politics, language, values, health 

status, family, location, and trauma. Also, to better understand personal perspectives, qualitative 

designs should be used to continue to investigate the mental health benefits of flow activities. A 

more in-depth study of the variables used in this thesis (college students, creativity, flow, and 

risk and protective factors to mental health) could inform future research as well.  

It is recommended that subsequent studies examine the mental health differences between 

various categories of college majors from both broad and specific lenses such as grouping 

students into different educational tracks (e.g., art, STEM, business, medical, and humanities). 

Research could get more specific, and dissect each general track into specific majors. In terms of 

creatives, ability level and domain specificity are areas to continue to explore. Investigators can 

also open up the possibilities of flow and mental health by examining various flow activities 

such as sports and socializing, as well as the nine subjective characteristics of flow. Overall, 

research should continue to explore the mediating factors between creativity, flow, and positive 

mental health outcomes in hopes of contributing to the well-being of artists and non-artists alike. 
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