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ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

J A M E S  C .  K A U F M A N

The Sylvia Plath Effect:
Mental Illness in
Eminent Creative Writers

Although many studies (e.g., Andreasen, 1987; Jamison, 1989;
Ludwig, 1995) have demonstrated that creative writers are
prone to suffer from mental illness, this relationship has not
been truly examined in depth. Is this finding true of all writers?
In Study One, 1,629 writers were analyzed for signs of mental
illness. Female poets were found to be significantly more likely
to suffer from mental illness than female fiction writers or
male writers of any type. Study Two extended the analysis to
520 eminent women (poets, fiction writers, non-fiction writers,
visual artists, politicians, and actresses), and again found
the poets to be significantly more likely to experience mental
illness. This early finding has been dubbed “the Sylvia Plath
effect,” and implications and possibilities for future research
are discussed.

“Writing is so difficult,” the novelist Jessamyn West once said,
“that I often feel that writers, having had their hell on earth, will
escape all punishment hereafter.” The notion of writers exist-
ing in a living hell is a popular one. When people visualize writ-
ers, a number of images might come to mind: an isolated Emily
Dickinson, writing poetry on the back of old envelopes while
hiding in her attic; or Ernest Hemingway drowning his demons
with alcohol, women, and hunting. Perhaps the picture of a
writer that emerges is from Barton Fink, of the film’s title
character running from his typewriter into a room of flames.

These visions of writers living disturbed, troubled lives are
supported by a multitude of psychological research studies.
Andreasen (1987; see also Andreasen & Glick, 1988) com-
pared writers with matched controls, and found that not only
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were writers more likely to suffer from affective disorders (spe-
cifically bipolar disorder), but so were the writers’ first-degree
relatives. Ludwig (1994) conducted a similar study that also
found higher rates of mental illness in the writer group than in
the control group. Jamison (1989) studied British artists and
writers and found that a significantly higher percentage of them
suffered from some form of mental illness than would be
expected, with affective disorders again especially prevalent.
It is worth noting that she found much more bipolar illness —
the most extreme of the disorders she included — in her sample
of poets. However, her sample size was small — she studied a
total of 47 people — making distinctions within types of writers
difficult. Jamison (1993) also found suicide rates in eighteenth
century British poets to be far higher than expected. However,
Rothenberg (1995) criticizes a great deal of this past research
comparing writers to control groups on grounds of poor com-
parison groups, biased selections, and poor statistical inter-
pretation. Lindauer (1994), while calling Andreasen’s work “a
solid empirical achievement” (p. 39), nonetheless also noted
potential problems with her control group and questioned
whether conclusions about one group of writers, especially one
selected for expediency, can be transferred to conclusions
about writers as a whole.

Ludwig (1995) conducted a large-scale investigation of over
1000 eminent individuals who were the subjects of major biog-
raphies written between 1960 and 1990. Over one-fourth of this
sample was comprised of writers of some type — poets, non-
fiction writers, and fiction writers. Ludwig found a higher inci-
dence of mental illness among those in artistic professions
(writing, art, and theater) than in non-artistic professions (e.g.,
business, politics, and science), and poets tended to have
among the highest rates of depression and psychosis of all the
groups. Although Ludwig’s choice of using subjects of biogra-
phies as his testing population is defensible, it does pose a
risk: As Rothenberg (1995) has pointed out, biographies of
eminent individuals, especially creative artists, often empha-
size traits and stories that might be considered signs of mental
illness. In addition, people with severe problems, mental or
otherwise, make better subjects for books. They are more com-
plex and more interesting. Even though Ludwig’s list of emi-
nent individuals had solid overlap with other Who’s Who type
lists, the high rate of mental illness may not necessarily be a
perfect representation of writers.
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Post (1994) analyzed biographical data on 291 eminent men,
diagnosing them into categories from the Diagnostic and
statistical manual of mental disorders (DSM-IV; American
Psychological Association, 1994) when applicable. He found
that visual artists and writers suffered from personality disor-
ders more frequently than did members of other groups, and
writers were more likely to suffer from depression. Post (1996)
replicated this study, focusing only on writers, and found higher
rates of pathology (as diagnosed post-mortem) than in the
general population. Although poets were more likely to be cat-
egorized with bipolar disorders, they had lower rates of overall
affective and personality disorders than did fiction writers and
playwrights. Preti and Miotto (1999) found significantly higher
rates of suicide among poets and fiction writers than among
visual artists (architects, painters, and sculptors). Piirto (1998),
in a review of 80 female creative writers, found consistent
themes of depression and self-destructive acts.

Although these studies demonstrate extensive (if not always
methodologically perfect) evidence for the “mad genius” ste-
reotype, a number of other theories and studies argue for a
less dramatic image of the writer. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) in-
troduced his concept of “Flow” — the experience of vigorously
engaging in an intense, beloved task — as essential to creat-
ing. In Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996) study of 91 celebrated cre-
ative individuals, he found that characteristics such as
perseverance, flexibility, and curiosity stood out, rather than
neuroses and psychopathy. Pohlman (1996), in her study of
creative writers, found a positive relationship between intimate
relationships and other forms of social support and creativity.

Singer (1966) emphasized that the positive daydreaming
and fantasizing that are involved with imaginative thought are
not necessarily associated with the more negative flights of
fancy that may be manifested in such disorders as schizophre-
nia. Rothenberg (1990) advanced the theory that many of the
mental processes involved in creativity are often healthy and
productive. A creator’s mental illness may have nothing to
do with the act of creation itself, and may, if anything, impede
the process. However, Jamison (1993) argued, periods of clear
and logical thought are certainly consistent with the cyclical
nature of such illnesses as manic depression.

Although there is certainly some kind of established link
between creativity and madness, the details and the intensity
of this link are murky at best. Waddell’s (1998) overview of
the research revealed that most studies that found positive



connections between mental illness and creativity had flawed
methodologies, and that most review articles tended to claim
there was a positive link, even if the evidence itself was more
mixed. Feist (1999), in reviewing the literature on personality
and creativity, found some traits consistent across creative
personalities, including openness to experience, impulsivity,
emotional sensitivity, independence, and aloofness. These
traits — and others often ascribed to creative artists — do not
hold together particularly well to paint a consistent picture.
Yet this very inconsistency may be the nature of the creative
personality — one inherently filled with contradictions and
dichotomies (Kaufman, in press).

Perhaps, as Ludwig (1998) suggests, the choice of creative
expression mirrors whether an individual is afflicted with
mental illness. And yet whereas the question of whether those
in the arts are more likely to suffer from mental illness is a
common one, the question of which people in the arts are
more at risk is less researched. The studies reported here
explore whether some types of creators are more likely to
suffer emotional disorders than others.

The domain of writing was chosen to investigate the question
of whether different types of creators might be more prone to
be mentally ill. This domain was chosen in part because of
the extensive documentation available on writers’ lives. A
historiometric approach, as outlined and demonstrated by
Simonton (1994), was implemented, in which historical data
on the lives of eminent individuals are analyzed using scien-
tific methodology and statistics.

The sources of biographical data were A reader’s guide to
twentieth-century writers (Parker & Kermode, 1996), an
encyclopedia-like compilation of 986 prominent writers from
the twentieth century, and Webster’s dictionary of American
authors (1996), which included 889 American writers dating
back to the sixteenth century. Entries in the two reference books
ranged from a few paragraphs to a few pages. Inclusion in
the books was based purely on literary merits — a writer’s life
details might determine the length of the entry, but not whether
he or she entered the book. Four different types of writers were
included in the book: fiction writers (of both novels and short
stories), poets, playwrights, and non-fiction writers. With 246
writers included in both books, a total of 1,629 writers were
analyzed in this study. A gender and type-of-writer breakdown
of the 1,629 writers is included in Table 1.

STUDY ONE
Methods and

Materials
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Gender Breakdown for Four Groups of Writers

Total Fiction Play Non-
Writers Writers Poets -wrights Fiction

Male 1210 603 350 126 132

Female 419 279 87 21 31

Total 1629 882 437 147 163

Several different variables were entered, including gender,
type of writer, and a number of “setback” measures. These
measures included signs of mental illness, lingering physical
illness, and experiencing a significant personal tragedy in one’s
life (e.g., losing a child). These items were scored as dichoto-
mous 0-1 variables. Although some judgment calls had to be
made on the mental-illness variable, key phrases and events
were specifically noted (such as a hospitalization for psycho-
logical issues, a nervous breakdown, or a suicide attempt). A
breakdown of the results for each “setback” measure for the
different types of writers can be seen in Table 2.

Means and Standard Deviations of “Setback” Variables for Four
Groups of Writers (Study One)

Total Fiction Play Non-
Writers Writers Poets -wrights Fiction

(n = (n = (n = (n = (n =
1,629) 882) 437) 147) 163)

Variables M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Mental
illness? 0.11 0.31 0.11 0.31 0.15 0.36 0.06 0.24 0.01 0.11

Lingering
illness? 0.12 0.32 0.14 0.35 0.11 0.37 0.07 0.25 0.06 0.24

Tragedy? 0.15 0.35 0.16 0.37 0.17 0.41 0.12 0.23 0.04 0.19

In addition, a separate variable measuring severity of men-
tal illness was recorded. Instead of being scored as a dichoto-
mous 0-1 variable, this variable was scored 0-1-2-3, with “0”
representing no apparent sign of mental illness, “1” represent-
ing a mild sign of mental illness that would not seem to have a
significant effect on production (i.e., extreme reclusiveness or
mild depression), “2” representing a significant sign of mental
illness that might have had effects on production (i.e., a

TABLE 1.

TABLE 2.



nervous collapse), and “3” representing severe mental illness,
usually resulting in suicide attempts and/or multiple hospital-
izations for psychological issues.

In order to ensure reliability of the mental illness ratings, a
second rater was utilized for a random subset of the writers
(n = 211). Both the dichotomous mental illness variable
(r = .64) and the severity mental illness variable (r = .75) were
significant at p < .0001.

How were gender and type of writing effected by the “setback”
variables? Logistic regression was chosen as the appropriate
analysis, as this statistical test uses multiple regression tech-
niques as applied to dichotomous variables (Tabachnick &
Fidell, 1996). Logistic regression was performed on all three
setback variables using the Quasi-Newton estimation method
to assess differences among male fiction writers, female fic-
tion writers, male poets, female poets, male playwrights, and
female playwrights on various indices of psychological distur-
bance. No significant results were discovered for lingering ill-
ness, but significant differences among these groups were
found for mental illness and personal tragedy. Female poets
were significantly more likely to be mentally ill than any other
type of writer. The final loss was 620.03, with – 2 Log Likeli-
hood of 1240.07. The Chi-Square fit was 62.50 (7), p < .0001.
The logits can be seen in Table 3. Male non-fiction writers were
significantly less likely to experience personal tragedy than
any other type of writer. The final loss was 662.49, with – 2 Log
Likelihood of 1324.99. The Chi-Square fit was 37.02 (7), p <
.0001. The odds ratio was 1.91 for male fiction writers, 2.47
for female fiction writers, 2.17 for male poets, 2.19 for female
poets, 1.83 for male playwrights, 1.51 for female playwrights,
– 3.76 for male non-fiction writers, and 1.53 for female non-
fiction writers.

A second logistic regression was performed on mental ill-
ness and the four groups of female writers (fiction, poetry,
plays, and non-fiction). Again, the poets were significantly more
likely to be mentally ill than were the fiction writers and play-
wrights. The final loss was 172.67, with – 2 Log Likelihood of
345.34. The Chi-Square fit was 32.20 (3), p < .0001. The odds
ratio was 1.32 for poets, compared with –1.29 for non-fiction
writers, – 2.18 for fiction writers, and –23.46 for playwrights.
Separate logistic regressions that used the mental severity
variable instead of the dichotomous mental illness variable
found similarly very significant results (p < .0001) for the
entire sample and for the female writers.

RESULTS
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Logistic Regression Results for the Mental Illness Variable for
Eight Groups of Writers (Study One)

Estimate Odds Ratio

Male Fiction Writers – 2.10 0.12

Female Fiction Writers – 0.11 0.89

Male Poets 0.22 1.25

Female Poets 1.24 3.45

Male Playwrights – 0.28 0.75

Female Playwrights – 21.54 0.00

Male Non-Fiction Writers – 2.82 0.06

Female Non-Fiction Writers – 1.40 0.25

Final loss: 620.03
Chi²(7) = 62.50
p < .0001

So what do these findings mean? The finding of male non-
fiction writers having significantly less personal tragedy does
not have a large theoretical basis in the research literature; fur-
ther empirical tests were not conducted in the present study.
The finding of female poets having a significantly higher rate
of mental illness is consistent with some past research. Kessler,
McGonagle, Swartz, Blazer, and Nelson (1995) found that
women suffer from depression at a higher rate than men from
adolescence throughout adulthood, and Ludwig (1995) and
Nolen-Hoeksema (1990) have also found higher rates of men-
tal illness in women than in men. This past research does not
explain, however, the tendency for female poets to have such
a high rate of mental illness relative to their fiction-writing gen-
der counterparts. To explore this effect further, a second study
was devised, one that focused only on eminent women.

For the second study, Webster’s dictionary of American
women (1996) was selected as presenting biographical infor-
mation on a wide variety of eminent women throughout Ameri-
can history, 520 of whom were studied. The following categories
were chosen for comparison: poets, fiction writers and play-
wrights, non-fiction writers and journalists, visual artists
(photographers, painters, and sculptors), politicians and
public officials, and actresses.

TABLE 3.

STUDY TWO
Methods/Materials



A total of 24 eminent women out of the 520 from Study
Three appeared in A reader’s guide to twentieth-century
writers (Parker & Kermode, 1996), including 16 of the 118 fic-
tion writers, 6 of the 69 poets, and 2 of the 103 non-fiction
writers. A total of 75 eminent women out of 520 appeared in
Webster’s dictionary of American authors (1996), including
41 of the 118 fiction writers, 24 of the 69 poets, 9 of the 103
non-fiction writers, and 1 of the 91 politicians.

As with Study One, three “setback” measures were analyzed:
mental illness, lingering illness, and personal tragedy. The
means and standard deviations for the 520 subjects on the
three remaining setback measures are presented for each of
the six categories in Table 4. A separate measure for the sever-
ity of mental illness was also included as in Study One.

Means and Standard Deviations of “Setback” Variables for Six
Categories of Eminent Women (Study Two)

Mental Personal Lingering
Variables Illness Tragedy Illness

M SD M SD M SD

Poets
(n = 69) 0.22 0.42 0.30 0.46 0.25 0.43

Fiction
(n = 118) 0.02 0.13 0.20 0.40 0.15 0.36

Non-Fiction
(n = 103) 0.02 0.14 0.15 0.35 0.12 0.32

Artists
(n = 52) 0.04 0.19 0.06 0.24 0.21 0.41

Politicians
(n = 91) 0.05 0.23 0.22 0.42 0.14 0.35

Actresses
(n = 87) 0.08 0.27 0.20 0.40 0.15 0.36

Total
(n = 520) 0.06 0.24 0.19 0.39 0.16 0.37

Logistic regression was performed on all six categories of
eminent women using the Quasi-Newton estimation for all three
setback variables. No significant results were found for linger-
ing illness, but significant results were found for personal trag-
edy and mental illness. Female poets were significantly more

TABLE 4.

RESULTS
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likely to be mentally ill. In addition, female poets were signifi-
cantly more likely to experience personal tragedy than were
any other type of eminent woman. For mental illness, the final
loss was 108.32, with – 2 Log Likelihood of 216.65. The
Chi-Square fit was 29.20, p < .0001. The logits can be seen
in Table 6. For personal tragedy, the final loss was 247.12, with
– 2 Log Likelihood of 494.23. The Chi-Square fit was 14.90,
p = .011. The logits can also be seen in Table 5. The logistic
regression for the mental severity variable produced similar
results (p < .01).

Logistic Regression Results for the Mental Illness and Personal
Tragedy Variables for Six Categories of Eminent Women
(Study Two)

Mental Illness Personal Tragedy

Estimate Odds Estimate Odds
Ratio Ratio

Poets 2.78 16.11 0.54 1.71

Fiction writers – 4.06 0.02 – 1.37 0.26

Non–Fiction writers 0.14 1.15 – 0.40 0.67

Visual Artists 0.84 2.32 – 1.43 0.24

Politicians 1.22 3.37 0.10 1.10

Actresses 1.62 5.08 – 0.05 0.95

Mental Illness Personal Tragedy

Final loss:  108.32 Final loss:  247.12

Chi²(5) = 29.20 Chi²(5) = 14.90

p < .0001 p = .011

In Study One, eminent female poets were found to be signifi-
cantly more likely to exhibit signs of mental illness than were
female fiction writers, as well as male fiction writers, male
poets, and male playwrights. In Study Two, the sample was
comprised only of women. Poets were again found to be sig-
nificantly more likely than were other groups of females to
display signs of mental illness. This finding was shown to gen-
eralize beyond writers. Female poets not only displayed more
mental illness than samples of female fiction writers and non-
fiction writers/journalists, but also to samples of female visual
artists (painters, sculptors, and photographers), politicians/

TABLE 5.

DISCUSSION:
STUDY ONE AND

STUDY TWO



public officials, and actresses. Moreover, in the second study,
poets were found to have experienced more personal tragedy.

This preliminary finding of notable mental illness in female
poets has been dubbed the “Sylvia Plath Effect,” after one
of the most gifted and troubled poets in the sample. Plath
suffered from severe depression and attempted suicide on
numerous occasions before (perhaps accidentally) succeed-
ing in 1963. She once reportedly asked her psychiatrist for a
lobotomy, and he laughed and said, “You’re not going to get
off that easy” (Hall, 1981). Plath has also been the subject of a
number of (mostly psychoanalytic) studies of both madness
and creativity, including an issue of Death Studies devoted
to her work. One of the pieces in that issue, Runco’s (1998)
analysis of the relationship between her writing and her
depression, discusses the idea that Plath’s writing — and her
strong investment in her writing — may have predisposed her
to depression.

Yet why should Plath’s writing — or any female poet’s writ-
ing — have a deleterious effect on their mental health? Many
studies (e.g., Pennebaker, 1997) have shown that when people
write about emotional experiences, both their physical and
mental health improves. A reasonable assumption might be
to expect that writers would therefore be more mentally stable
than non-writers, yet this assumption has not been borne out
in research. Perhaps, however, this line of research can explain
the finding in Study One that male non-fiction writers experi-
enced less personal tragedy than other writers, especially in
the light of such findings as King and Miner’s (2000) study
that found that putting a positive spin on painful life events
yielded both mental and physical health. It could be that non-
fiction writers are more likely to put a positive spin on trau-
matic life events, while poets are more likely to put a negative
spin on traumatic life events. This difference could result in
poorer mental health for poets, and an increased physical and
mental health for non-fiction writers — which may help buffer
them against some types of personal tragedy.

Another hypothesis might be that poets would be healthier
than fiction writers, because poetry is often considered to be a
particularly emotional form of writing (Bolton, 1999); indeed,
poetry is often used in therapy (e.g., Anderson, 1999;
Silverman, 1986). This hypothesis has also been refuted.

Perhaps one reason why poets may be more vulnerable to
mental illness than other writers can find its roots in Bandura’s
(1977, 1997) theory of self-efficacy. Bandura’s theory hones
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in on the importance of positive thinking about one’s abilities.
If people believe in their aptitudes — and see evidence of com-
petence — then they will tend to be more persistent in their
efforts to succeed, and less likely to be anxious or depressed.
People with high self-efficacy will tend to focus on possibilities
rather than limits and inadequacies. One reason for this per-
ception is the feeling of being in control. When people per-
ceive their locus of control to be internal, they will tend to give
themselves more credit for successes (Rotter, 1990).

Yet many people in the arts, because of the very “mystical”
nature of how a person creates, may (even unconsciously)
credit “divine inspiration” for their work. Poetry, especially, is
seen an art linked to having some sort of a “muse.” Even if
such a misattribution results from superstition or modesty, it
may produce a perceived external locus of control. Poets may
mentally assign credit — and, indirectly, their locus of control
— to such a muse, inadvertently placing themselves at a higher
risk for depression and other emotional disorders. And women,
especially those suffering from low self-esteem, may be more
likely to have external, rather than internal, loci of control
(Chubb, Fertman, & Ross, 1997; Sherman, Higgs, & Williams,
1997).

One key variable may be whether writers perceive them-
selves as being in control of their muse. Some writers may see
the muse as a resource for inspiration that they control. In this
situation, they are still being guided by internal forces. The
muse serves a beneficial purpose — it is a resource to be tapped
— and these writers’ primary reason for writing is still for intrin-
sic motivation (i.e., enjoyment). But other writers may con-
ceive of their muse in a different way. They may envision the
muse as the sole source of ideas, with themselves serving as a
vessel for their creative works. In this (extreme) situation, they
are not writing for their own reasons, but rather are seeing them-
selves as pawns. In this situation, they would actually be moti-
vated by extrinsic forces. As Deci and Ryan (1983, 1987) have
argued, intrinsic motivation is a key ingredient in higher self-
esteem, better self-determination, and more positive emotions.
A writer who is truly controlled by the muse — as is often the
popular image of the poet — may actually be writing for what
would be considered extrinsic purposes, thereby not reaping
all of the potential benefits that might arise from the act of
writing. Why would this issue only significantly effect female
poets? Perhaps because of their predisposition to depression
and lower self-esteem (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1990).



Much of the work being done now on creativity and mental
illness is psychoanalytic in nature (e.g., Chessick, 1999;
Claridge, Pryor, &Watkins, 1990) and not research-oriented.
Although there are certainly many valuable insights to be
gained from this approach, it is surprising how comparatively
little empirical work is being done on a topic of such poten-
tially wide interest. In addition to its roots in cognitive and
social psychology, there is also a potential clinical application.
If the early findings of the Sylvia Plath effect are maintained in
further and varied studies, then perhaps productive action can
be taken. Perhaps young female poets at risk can be helped,
so they can better cope with their muse instead of letting it
swallow them. Armed with knowledge, psychologists can do
more for potentially troubled writers than merely reading (and
applauding) their results.
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