
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
The Muse Effect: When Romantic Motives Create Creativity

Vladas  Griskevicius, Arizona State University 
Robert  Cialdini, Arizona State University 
Douglas  Kenrick, Arizona State University 

 
Creativity may have evolved in part through sexual selection. Following this logic, three experiments explored the effects of activating

romantic motivations on creativity. Even without other incentives to be creative, romantic motives enhanced creativity on both

subjective and objective measures. For men, desire for either brief romantic encounters or committed relationships increased

creativity; women, however, displayed more creativity only when desiring trustworthy long-term partners. These creative boosts were

unrelated to increased effort or changes in arousal, and results were unaffected by monetary incentives. Findings are consistent with

sexual selection and parental investment theory, with theoretical and practical consumer behavior implications.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The topic of creativity has a rich history in psychology and has

recently received renewed interest in consumer behavior (e.g.,
Burroughs and Mick 2004; Moreau and Dahl 2005). The current
research explored a popular creativity phenomenon that has never
been investigated, but one that has multiple theoretical and practical
implications: The muse effect. That is, many creative juggernauts,
such as Picasso, Dali, and Dante, attribute their creative bursts to
muses—women who, like the nine daughters of Zeus in Greek
mythology, inspired great creative output (Prose 2002). But does a
romantic state actually lead people to be more creative? And if so,
why are muses predominantly women who inspire men—and are
there circumstances when male muses should serve to inspire
women?

In three experiments, we examined how priming people with
several types of romantic motivations influenced their creative
displays and creative performance. Our research draws on con-
sumer behavior and psychological research on motivational prim-
ing (e.g., Bargh 2002; Chartrand 2005), and on the evolutionary
theories of sexual selection and parental investment (Darwin 1871;
Trivers 1972). From this foundation, we tested (1) the basic ques-
tion of whether romantic motives indeed inspire creativity, (2)
boundary conditions regarding which specific romantic cues will
inspire male versus female creativity, and (3) several possible
mechanisms underlying these phenomena. Our purpose in this
research is not only to investigate the muse effect, but also to foster
new empirical research and theoretical development in consumer
behavior regarding creativity, self-presentation, and the rich em-
pirical possibilities stemming from considerations of evolutionary
theory.

Some theorists (e.g., Miller 2000) have proposed that creativ-
ity may have in part evolved via sexual selection—an evolutionary
process whereby the possession and display of a certain trait
enhances an individual’s ability to attract a mate. Human creativity
shares many features with sexually selected traits in other species,
like a peacock’s tail, and the sexual selection view of creativity has
received some empirical support (Haselton and Miller 2006). One
distinct marker of a sexually selected trait across species is its
conspicuous display in courtship (Andersson 1994). Given that
cues related to mating can activate mating goals and its associated
pattern of affect (Maner et al. 2005), people—particularly men
(Cronin 1993)—should be more likely to display creativity when
they are primed with cues related to courtship.

In Study 1, participants looked at photographs of attractive
opposite-sex individuals or neutral images, and then wrote several
short stories. Afterwards, the stories were rated by four judges blind
to condition on various creative dimensions. Results indicated that
men, but not women, wrote stories that were more creative after
seeing photographs of opposite-sex individuals. Interestingly, men
did not spend more time or use more words to write the more
creative stories. Thus, it appears that romantic primes didn’t just
produce more displays of creativity; but that they produced quali-
tatively more creative displays.

Consistent with Study 1, sexually selected traits in mammals
are displayed exclusively by males in 97% of species (Cronin
1993). However, parental investment theory posits that sex differ-
ences in sexually selected traits are linked to a species’ expected

levels of maternal and paternal parental investment—the time and
energy devoted to producing viable offspring (Trivers 1972). In
those species in which courtship displays are performed by males,
the males tend to invest the absolute minimum in offspring. But
when expected parental investment for each sex is more equal, both
males and females produce the displays (Buss 2005). Additionally,
because women incur significantly higher reproductive costs if they
are abandoned by a mate, women should be especially sensitive to
the trustworthiness and commitment levels of the man before
displaying desirable characteristics like creativity (Haselton and
Buss 2000).

In Study 2, pre-tested romantic scenarios were used to induce
romantic motivation. The scenarios differed on (1) the expected
parental investment of the person, and on (2) the extent to which the
potential romantic partner was trustworthy and committed. After-
wards, participants performed the Remote Associates Test (RAT),
which is a standardized measure of creativity (Mednick 1962). The
results of Study 2 conceptually replicated Study 1: For men, all
romantic scenarios produced an increase in creativity; for women,
however, neither imagining a brief encounter or a first date altered
their level of creativity. However, as predicted, when women
imagined desiring to take a budding romantic relationship to the
next level—a relationship in which the man would be expected to
contribute significant parental investment in the future—this kind
of romantic motivation did indeed produce an increase in women’s
creativity. Additional data indicated that the creative boosts were
not related to changes in mood or arousal.

Study 3 further extended the findings by showing that people
in a romantic mindset were significantly more creative even when
compared to individuals who had a monetary incentive to do well
on the creative task.

In summary, this research is the first to examine how romantic
motives influence creativity. We found that there is indeed a muse
effect, and that this effect is elicited by specific theoretically
relevant romantic motivations for men and women. Moreover, this
effect does not appear to be related to mood or arousal, and is not
caused by increased effort on the creative task. The current research
has multiple theoretical implications for the influence of romantic
motivation of behavior. For example, it is likely that romantic
motives will influence a wide array of strategic consumer behaviors
(e.g., conspicuous consumption, donations, etc.), and that other
evolutionary relevant motives, such as a desire for status, may play
a significant role in consumer behavior. Additionally, these find-
ings have practical implications. For example, a work environment
that activates romantic desires is likely to be a more creative
environment—although primarily for men. Moreover, men and
women are likely to be more creative consumers when specific
romantic motivations are activated. We hope that these findings
serve as a springboard in furthering consumer research on how
specific motivations influence consumer creativity and self-presen-
tation, as well as aid in the development of more stringent consumer
theories that incorporate the promising perspective of evolutionary
theory.


