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Abstract Research shows that harmonious and obsessive passion are positively and

negatively linked to well-being respectively (e.g., Vallerand et al. in J Personal

75:505–534, 2007; Psychol Sport Exerc 9:373–392, 2008). The present study investigated

the psychological mechanisms underlying the different impact of the two types of passion

on well-being. A theoretical model involving passion, ruminations, flow experiences, and

well-being was tested. Results showed that the more people have a harmonious passion, the

more they tend to experience flow in their favorite activity, which in turn predicts higher

well-being. Obsessive passion did not seem to be systematically linked to flow in the

favorite activity. In contrast, the more people have an obsessive passion, the more they

tend to ruminate about their passionate activity while engaging in another activity, which

did not seem to be systematically the case for people with a harmonious passion. These

ruminations are negatively related to flow experiences in the other activity, which are

positively associated with well-being. Flow and ruminations thus seem to contribute to the

understanding of the link between passion and well-being.
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Over the past decade, a new field of research has emerged in psychology. Instead of

focusing on what hinders health and the quality of life, this new field of research, termed

positive psychology (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000), focuses on the factors and

processes that make life worth living. In line with this theoretical perspective, Vallerand
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et al. (2003) suggested that the concept of passion toward an activity, by enhancing well-

being and giving meaning to everyday life, constitutes one avenue toward a more fulfilling

life.

The Dualistic Model of Passion (Vallerand et al. 2003) posits that people can experience

two different types of passion toward their activity, a harmonious and an obsessive passion.

While harmonious passion refers to a motivational force that leads people to choose to

engage in their activity, obsessive passion is characterized by intra- or interpersonal

pressures that push obsessively passionate people to partake in their activity. Research

shows that these two types of passion lead to different affective outcomes. Specifically,

harmonious passion has been shown to be beneficial for one’s well-being, whereas

obsessive passion is negatively linked to well-being indicators (Philippe et al. 2009b;

Rousseau and Vallerand 2003; Vallerand et al. 2007, 2008). Although differences in the

affective outcomes of the two types of passion have been documented, relatively few

studies have examined the processes that could explain these differences.

Mageau and Vallerand (2007) recently suggested that people with a more obsessive

passion tend to ruminate about their passionate activity while engaging in other activities.

These ruminations, in turn, are hypothesized to prevent people with a more obsessive

passion from experiencing flow (Csikszentmihalyi 1975, 1982) in these other activities,

which, ultimately, would lead to lower levels of well-being. Research confirms that flow

experiences are linked to positive affective consequences (Cantor and Sanderson 1999;

Csikszentmihalyi 1999; Eisenberger et al. 2005; Kubovy 1999). In line with this finding

and Mageau and Vallerand’s (2007) hypotheses, a theoretical model is tested in which

ruminative thoughts about one’s passionate activity and flow experiences constitute

psychological processes responsible for the different impact of the two types of passion on

well-being indicators.

1 The Concept of Passion

In their Dualistic Model of Passion, Vallerand et al. (2003) define passion as a strong

inclination toward an activity that one finds important, likes (or even loves), and to which

one devotes time and energy. According to this model, activities are passionate when they

become central features of people’s identity (Mageau et al. 2009; Schlenker 1985). People

with a passion for dancing or for swimming do not merely dance or swim. They are

‘‘dancers’’ or ‘‘swimmers’’.

In line with Self-Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan 1985, 2000), Vallerand et al.

(2003) further propose a dualistic view of the concept of passion by suggesting that,

depending on the context in which passionate activities are internalized in a person’s

identity, one can experience a more harmonious or a more obsessive passion toward the

activity. People with a more harmonious passion have internalized their activity in an

environment where they felt autonomous (Mageau et al. 2009). As a result, the importance

of the activity is freely endorsed and the activity is pursued for autonomous reasons (e.g.,

because of the inherent satisfaction it brings). Harmonious passion thus refers to a moti-

vational force that leads people to choose to engage in their activity (Vallerand et al. 2003).

Although the activity occupies a significant space in the person’s identity, it is not over-

powering, such that activity engagement remains under the person’s wilful control and is in

harmony with other aspects of the person’s life (Vallerand et al. 2003). Consequently,

people with a more harmonious passion partake in their passionate activity as well as in
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other activities with an openness that is conducive to positive experiences (Hodgins and

Knee 2002).

In contrast, obsessive passion results from a controlled internalization of the activity

into one’s identity, which occurs when people internalize their activity in a context where

they feel pressured to invest themselves in the activity (Mageau et al. 2009). In controlling

contexts, intra- or interpersonal pressures (or both) are also internalized and these, in turn,

push the person to engage in the passionate activity (Mageau et al. 2009). The individual

thus feels compelled to do his or her activity because various contingencies are attached to

it, such as the maintenance of one’s value or sense of self-worth (Mageau et al., in press).

As a result, the activity tends to be overly valued, to be favored above all other aspects of

the person’s life, and to take disproportionate space in the person’s identity (Vallerand

et al. 2003).1

Empirical evidence supports the theoretical validity of the Dualistic Model of Passion

(Vallerand et al. 2003). First, past research supports Vallerand et al. (2003) definition of

passion in showing that both types of passion lead one to spend more time on the activity,

to value it more, and to perceive it as a ‘‘passion’’ to a greater extent. Second, the reliability

and the two-factor structure of the Passion Scale, which assesses harmonious and obsessive

passion, have also been confirmed (Vallerand et al. 2003). Finally, research shows that

obsessive passion (but not harmonious passion) is related to a more rigid form of activity

engagement as well as to a tendency to experience more conflicts between the activity and

other life domains (Mageau et al. 2005; Séguin-Lévesque et al. 2003; Vallerand et al.

2003).

1.1 Passion and Well-Being

The two types of passion have also been shown to relate differently to well-being indi-

cators. More specifically, while having a more harmonious passion toward an activity

seems to enhance one’s well-being, people who are more obsessively passionate about

their activity seem to experience higher levels of psychological distress. For instance,

research with teenagers, young adults, and elderly people shows that harmonious passion is

positively associated with psychological well-being indicators such as life satisfaction,

positive affect, meaning in life, and vitality, while being negatively related to anxiety and

depression (Philippe et al. 2009b, Study 2; Rousseau and Vallerand 2003, 2008; Vallerand

et al. 2007, Studies 1 and 2; Vallerand et al. 2008, Study 2). On the contrary, obsessive

passion predicts higher levels of anxiety and depression, but it is negatively related or

unrelated to the positive indices (Philippe et al. 2009b, Study 2; Rousseau and Vallerand

2003, 2008; Vallerand et al. 2007, Studies 1 and 2; Vallerand et al. 2008, Study 2).

1 Research shows that passion can be distinguished from other motivational constructs such as intrinsic and
extrinsic motivation. From a theoretical perspective (Vallerand 2010), passionate activities differ from
intrinsically motivated ones in that they are deeply valued by the individual and they are internalized into the
person’s identity. This is not necessarily the case for intrinsically motivated activities. The concept of
passion (both harmonious and obsessive) also differs from extrinsic forms of motivation because, contrary to
extrinsic motivation (which means to engage in an activity to obtain something outside of the activity),
passion implies a strong liking for the activity. Because passion entails both an identification to and a strong
liking for an activity, it should have a more profound impact on people’s lives than motivation or goals.
Empirical evidence confirms that when motivation and passion are assessed toward a given activity, har-
monious and obsessive passion, respectively predict positive and negative affects above and beyond what is
predicted by intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (Vallerand et al. 2003, Study 2).
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The negative consequences of obsessive passion for people’s well-being have been most

obvious when people are prevented from engaging in their activity (Mageau and Vallerand

2007). In a diary study, Mageau and Vallerand (2007) followed college students for

14 days. Every night, before going to bed, participants rated their level of positive affect

and indicated whether or not they had engaged in their passionate activity during the day.

Results from hierarchical linear modeling showed that the more people had an obsessive

passion, the more they experienced an accentuated decrease in positive affect on days

when they did not engage in their passionate activity compared to days when they did

(Mageau and Vallerand 2007). Such decrease in positive affect was not observed for

people with higher levels of harmonious passion. These findings suggest that obsessive

passion may lead to lower well-being when people cannot engage in their activity.

When interpreting their results, Mageau and Vallerand (2007) proposed that people with

a more obsessive passion fail to experience positive affect in other activities because they

tend to ruminate about their favorite activity (see Ratelle et al. 2004). These ruminative

thoughts, in turn, would prevent the experience of flow (Csikszentmihalyi 1975, 1982)

during these other activities and, ultimately, the experience of positive affect and well-

being (Cantor and Sanderson 1999; Csikszentmihalyi 1982; Csikszentmihalyi 1999;

Eisenberger et al. 2005; Kubovy 1999; Mundell 2000). Although this theoretical model has

never been tested, there is evidence suggesting that flow experiences and ruminative

thoughts may mediate the relationship between passion and well-being.

1.2 Passion, Flow, and Ruminative Thoughts

In his theory, Csikszentmihalyi (1975, 1982, 1988) defines flow as the complete absorption

of oneself in the present moment, when all contents of consciousness are in harmony with

each other. In flow, people experience a sense of complete mastery over their environment

as well as an intense and focused attention on the activity, thereby losing any reflective

self-consciousness. Past research in various domains has shown that such state has many

positive consequences, such as maximized efficiency, creativity, and well-being

(Csikszentmihalyi 1988, 1990, 1997; Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi 2002; Steele and

Fullagar 2009).

Research that examined the relationship between passion and flow shows that harmo-

nious passion is positively related to task focus and other components of flow (i.e., per-

ceptions of control, challenge and skill balance, and absence of public self-consciousness)

during activity engagement, whereas obsessive passion is unrelated to these positive

outcomes (Forest et al. 2008; Mageau et al. 2005; Philippe et al. 2009a, Study 1; Vallerand

et al. 2003, Study 1). Since the concept of flow has been repeatedly related to well-being

(Cantor and Sanderson 1999; Csikszentmihalyi 1999; Eisenberger et al. 2005; Kubovy

1999), it is hypothesized that flow experiences in one’s passionate activity may explain the

positive link between harmonious passion and well-being.

Furthermore, to better understand the negative link between obsessive passion and well-

being (Philippe et al. 2009b; Rousseau and Vallerand 2003; Vallerand et al. 2007, 2008),

we propose to examine what happens to passionate people when they are prevented from

engaging in their activity. There is no evidence supporting the relationship between passion

toward an activity and flow experiences when people engage in life activities other than the

passionate one. However, given past research on the link between passion and ruminative

thoughts (Ratelle et al. 2004; Vallerand et al. 2003, Study 1), it is likely that people with a

more obsessive passion are so preoccupied with their passionate activity that they are
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unable to put it aside in order to emerge themselves in other areas of their lives and to

experience flow in other life activities.

Indeed, past research shows that obsessive passion is linked to distractions (Vallerand

et al. 2003, Study 1) and ruminative thoughts (Ratelle et al. 2004) when people are

prevented from engaging in their activity, whereas harmonious passion is unrelated to these

variables. Ruminative thoughts are defined as conscious thoughts about a particular theme

that recur in the absence of immediate environmental demands requiring these thoughts

(Martin and Tesser 1996). These recurrent, unintentional, off-task thoughts are hypothe-

sized to reflect people’s current concerns (Klinger 1975, 1977) and unattained goals

(Martin and Tesser 1989). Ruminations are thus a manifestation of people’s tendency to

persist in goal-directed actions until goals have either been reached or been discarded

(Carver and Scheier 1981; Klinger 1977; Zeigarnik 1938). Furthermore, Carver (1996)

suggests that the information available in consciousness is what is most valued at the

present moment. The content of ruminative thoughts can thus be considered as being more

important than whatever the person is presently doing.

If people with higher levels of obsessive passion feel an internal pressure to engage in

their favorite activity (Vallerand et al. 2003), tend to rigidly persist in activity engagement

(Rip et al. 2006; Vallerand et al. 2003, Study 3), and value their favorite activity above all

others (Ratelle et al. 2011), it comes as no surprise that this type of passion should generate

ruminative thoughts about the passionate activity (Ratelle et al. 2004; Vallerand et al.

2003, Study 1). In contrast, people with a more harmonious passion tend to equally value

their different life domains and to be more flexible in their activity engagement, such that

they should not be inclined to systematically ruminate about their passionate activity when

engaged in other activities. Past research supports these hypotheses (Ratelle et al. 2004;

Vallerand et al. 2003, Study 1).

In turn, because ruminative thoughts about their favorite activity distract people with a

more obsessive passion from the present moment, they should be prevented from expe-

riencing flow when they engage in other activities. As mentioned before, flow results from

one’s total absorption in one’s activity (Csikszentmihalyi 1975, 1982). Dispositional and

situational factors that distract people from activity engagement, such as ruminations, have

therefore been proposed to hinder the experience of flow (Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi

2002). Hence, it is hypothesized that obsessive passion, through its impact on ruminative

thoughts, should be negatively related to flow in other activities and ultimately, to well-

being. This hypothesis is also coherent with a recent study that revealed a negative link

between ruminations and happiness (Killingsworth and Gilbert 2010). Harmonious pas-

sion, being unrelated to ruminative thoughts (Ratelle et al. 2004), should not prevent flow

in other life domains.

2 The Present Study

The goal of the present study is to investigate the psychological processes responsible for

the different impact of the two types of passion on well-being. A theoretical model is

proposed (see Fig. 1) where, in line with past studies (Forest et al. 2008; Mageau et al.

2005; Philippe et al. 2009a, Study 1; Vallerand et al. 2003, Study 1), harmonious passion is

expected to be positively related to flow in one’s favorite activity, while obsessive passion

is expected to be unrelated to this variable. Flow in one’s favorite activity should in turn

predict higher levels of well-being.
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Furthermore, in an attempt to explore the processes underlying the negative link

between obsessive passion and well-being (Philippe et al. 2009b; Rousseau and Vallerand

2003; Vallerand et al. 2007, 2008), the present research proposes to examine what happens

when passionate people engage in other activities. People with a more obsessive passion

are expected to be so preoccupied with their passionate activity that they should be unable

to put it aside, thereby preventing them from experiencing flow in other areas of their lives.

Specifically, it is hypothesized that the more people have an obsessive passion toward their

favorite activity, the more they should ruminate about it while doing another activity.

These ruminations, in turn, should prevent people with a more obsessive passion from

experiencing flow in this other activity, and, ultimately, from deriving well-being from it.

In contrast, harmonious passion is expected to be unrelated to ruminative thoughts.

Finally, a direct link between ruminations about one’s passionate activity and well-

being is postulated because distractibility has been shown to lead to other consequences

apart from impaired flow (e.g., impaired motivation, Lyubomirsky and Tkach 2004). Flow

experiences are thus not expected to fully mediate the impact of ruminations on well-being.

3 Method

3.1 Participants and Procedure

The final sample was composed of 172 students registered in two different colleges located

in the Montreal area. It consisted of 134 women and 36 men (2 not specified), aged

between 17 and 32 years old, with a mean age of 18.4 years. Participants were recruited in

their classrooms where they were invited to participate in a study on their attitudes toward

two activities: their favorite activity and their studies. People’s studies were chosen as the

‘‘other’’ life domain because this activity was shared by all participants. Indeed, because

participants in our study were recruited in colleges and were therefore all students, we

could be sure that they all engaged in this same other activity. This procedure thus con-

trolled for undesirable sources of variability. Participants completed a questionnaire con-

taining measures of passion, well-being, ruminations, flow experiences in their studies and

in their favorite activity, as well as demographic variables.

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ -

Harmonious 
Passion toward 
favorite activity 

Obsessive Passion 
toward favorite 

activity 

Ruminations about 
favorite activity 
while studying 

Flow experiences 
during studies 

Flow experiences 
during favorite 

activity 

Well-Being 

-

Fig. 1 The proposed model
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3.2 Measures

3.2.1 The Passion Scale (Vallerand et al. 2003)

The Passion Scale has two components: one that distinguishes between passionate and non-

passionate individuals and another that assesses the relative importance of harmonious and

obsessive passion. Participants were first asked to think about the activity that was most

dear to their heart, to write it down, and then to indicate the extent to which they agreed

with each statement using a 7-point Likert-type response scale ranging from ‘‘Do not agree

at all’’ (1) to ‘‘Strongly agree’’ (7). The first component assesses the extent to which people

have a passion for the activity. The level of passion is measured with the three criterion

items dealing with the definition of passion. Specifically, participants are asked to report

the extent to which they value the activity, devote time and energy to it, and love it. In

general, participants highly valued their favorite activity (M = 6.20, SD = 1.03), devoted

time and energy to it (M = 4.82, SD = 1.47), and loved it (M = 6.73, SD = .52), which

indicated that the majority of the sample could be considered passionate.

The second component of the Passion Scale assesses the relative importance of har-

monious and obsessive passions with two seven-item subscales. Items for harmonious

passion are: ‘‘This activity allows me to live a variety of experiences’’, ‘‘The new things

that I discover with this activity allow me to appreciate it even more’’, ‘‘This activity

allows me to live memorable experiences’’, ‘‘This activity reflects the qualities I like about

myself’’, ‘‘This activity is in harmony with the other activities in my life’’, ‘‘For me it is a

passion, that I still manage to control’’, and ‘‘I am completely taken with this activity’’

(a = .70). Items for obsessive passion are: ‘‘I cannot live without this activity’’, ‘‘The urge

is so strong, I can’t help myself from doing this activity’’, ‘‘I have difficulty imagining my

life without this activity’’, ‘‘I am emotionally dependent on this activity’’, ‘‘I have a tough

time controlling my need to do this activity’’, ‘‘I have almost an obsessive feeling for this

activity’’, and ‘‘My mood depends on me being able to do this activity’’ (a = .89). Pre-

vious research has supported the psychometric properties of the Passion Scale (Vallerand

et al. 2003).

3.2.2 Ruminations About One’s Favorite Activity

An adapted version of the Rumination on Sadness Scale (Conway et al. 2000) was used to

measure people’s tendency to ruminate about their favorite activity while engaging in

another activity (i.e., their studies). Conway and his colleagues (2000) defined ruminations

as repetitive and unintentional thoughts concerning a target and the circumstances sur-

rounding this target. For the purpose of the present study, the target of ruminations was

changed from one’s sadness to one’s favorite activity. Using a 6-item scale, participants

were asked to indicate their level of agreement with each item on a 7-point Likert-type

response scale ranging from (1) ‘‘Not at all in agreement’’ to (7) ‘‘Very strongly in

agreement’’. Each item started with the stem: ‘‘In general, while I study…’’. These items

were: ‘‘I repeatedly analyze and keep thinking about my favorite activity’’, ‘‘I have dif-

ficulty getting myself to stop thinking about my favorite activity’’, ‘‘I get absorbed in

thinking about my favorite activity and find it difficult to think about other things’’, ‘‘If

people try to talk to me or ask me a question, it feels as though they are interrupting an

ongoing silent conversation I am having with myself about my favorite activity’’, ‘‘I keep

thinking and searching my mind many times to try and figure out if there is anything about

my favorite activity that I could change or improve’’, and ‘‘I keep thinking about what I
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would do the next time that I would engage in my favorite activity’’ (a = .90). Previous

studies supported the reliability and validity of the original scale (Conway et al. 2000).

3.2.3 Flow Experiences

Flow experiences were measured using the Autotelic Experience Subscale of the Flow

State Scale (Jackson and Marsh 1996). The flow state has itself been defined as a

positive experiential state, which occurs when people become one with the activity

(Csikszentmihalyi 1975, 1982, 1988). The autotelic experience subscale, by measuring

the extent to which the activity is an intrinsically rewarding experience, assesses this

positive phenomenological experience (Csikszentmihalyi 1990) using a three-item scale.

Flow was assessed twice (i.e., toward participant’s favorite activity and toward their

studies) with each item starting either with the stem: ‘‘In general, when I engage in my

favorite activity…’’ or ‘‘In general, when I study (courses, homework, studying)…’’. The

three items were: ‘‘I really enjoy the experience’’, ‘‘I love the feeling of that moment and

want to capture it again’’ and ‘‘I find the experience extremely rewarding’’. Participants

were asked to rate the extent to which they agreed with each item using a 7-point Likert-

type response scale ranging from (1) ‘‘Not at all in agreement’’ to (7) ‘‘Very strongly in

agreement’’. The Autotelic Experience Subscale was shown to be reliable and theoreti-

cally valid, as indicated by positive relationships with the other eight flow dimensions

(see Jackson and Marsh 1996, for more details). In the present study, the Autotelic

Experience Subscale was also internally reliable in both instances (autotelic experiences

while doing one’s favorite activity, a = .83; autotelic experiences while studying,

a = .85).

3.2.4 Subjective Well-Being

In line with past research (e.g., Diener 1984, 1994), subjective well-being was conceptu-

alized as the presence of life satisfaction and positive affect combined with the absence of

negative affect. The Satisfaction with Life Scale (Blais et al. 1989; Diener et al. 1985) was

used to evaluate participants’ life satisfaction. This 5-item scale assesses participants’ level

of satisfaction with their life in general using a 7-point Likert-type response scale ranging

from (1) ‘‘Not at all in agreement’’ to (7) ‘‘Very strongly in agreement’’. The items are:

‘‘I am satisfied with my life’’, ‘‘In most ways, my life is close to my ideal’’, ‘‘The con-

ditions of my life are excellent’’, ‘‘So far I have gotten the most important things I want in

life’’ and ‘‘If I could live my life over, I would change nothing’’. The reliability of this

scale was high (a = .86). A shortened version of the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule
(PANAS; Watson et al. 1988) was used to measure participants’ level of pleasant and

unpleasant affect. This shortened version was shown to be both reliable and valid in

previous studies (Mageau and Vallerand 2007; Rousseau and Vallerand 2008). Participants

were instructed to indicate the extent to which they experienced each positive (interested,

determined, alert, enthusiastic and active) and negative (distressed, upset, hostile, irritable

and nervous) emotion at the present moment using a 5-point response scale ranging from

(1) ‘‘Very slightly or not at all’’ to (5) ‘‘Extremely’’. The positive and negative items

showed good reliabilities, with Cronbach’s alphas of .79 and .78, respectively. A subjective

well-being index was computed by taking the mean of the standardized scores of the life

satisfaction scale, the positive affect scale, and the negative affect scale (reversed).
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3.3 Statistical Analyses

Structural equation modeling (SEM), using EQS software (Version 6.1; Bentler and Wu

2004), was used to test the proposed theoretical causal sequence (see Fig. 1). SEM is a

procedure that was elaborated to simultaneously investigate patterns of relationships

among variables. These analyses compare observed variance–covariance matrices to

expected ones, which are derived from proposed theoretical models of relationships. The

standard maximum likelihood method of estimation was used.

SEM analyses have the advantage of yielding fit indices that denote the adequacy of the

proposed model to the data. In the present study, we relied on the model Chi-square (vM
2 ),

the normed Chi-square (NC), the comparative fit index (CFI; Bentler 1990), the normed

and non-normed fit indices (NFI, NNFI; Bentler and Bonett 1980), the root mean square

error of approximation (RMSEA; Browne and Cudeck 1993) and the standardized root

mean square residual (SRMR) to evaluate model fit.2 All models respected the minimal

ratio of 10:1 for the number of cases to the number of free parameters that is required to

ensure stable results (Kline 2005).

4 Results

4.1 Preliminary Analyses

Means, standard deviations, and correlations between all key variables are presented in

Table 1. Correlations are presented for informative purposes only and are not interpreted

because these analyses fail to control for the common variance found between the different

constructs.3 Kurtosis and skewness values for all variables met the requirements for

structural equation modeling analyses (Kline 2005).

2 The vM
2 tests for differences between the estimated and observed correlation matrices, such that a non-

significant p value supports the adequacy of the proposed model. The NC, which is the ratio of the chi-
square statistic on its degrees of freedom, takes into account the sample size and is thus usually a better fit
index than the vM

2 . Values smaller than 2.0 for this index indicate a good fit (Tabachnick and Fidell 2007).
The CFI, NFI, and NNFI are comparative or incremental fit indices that assess fit relative to other models
(Kline 2005). Values greater than .95 on the CFI, the NFI and the NNFI are indicative of a good-fitting
model (Tabachnick and Fidell 2007). The NNFI is adjusted for model complexity and can yield values
greater than 1.00. The RMSEA is a parsimony-adjusted index which corrects for model complexity (Kline
2005). Browne and Cudeck (1993) suggest that RMSEAs less than .05 are indicative of a ‘‘close fit’’ and that
values up to .08 represent reasonable errors of approximation. Finally, SRMR is a measure of the mean
absolute correlation residual (i.e., the mean difference between observed and predicted covariances) and
should be less than .10 to indicate a reasonable fit (Kline 2005).
3 Specifically, correlations between passion and the other variables are expected to differ from the relations
found using SEM because SEM controls for the common variance typically found between the two types of
passion (e.g., Philippe et al. 2010; Vallerand et al. 2003). By controlling for this positive correlation,
relations between each type of passion and the dependent variable can be investigated independently from
the effect of the other type of passion. The two types of passion are expected to correlate positively because
as types of passion they share common elements. Indeed, both types of passion refer to a unique relationship
with an activity that a person has internalized in his or her identity. In addition, whether more obsessively or
harmoniously passionate, people equally report liking their activity, finding it important, and devoting time
to it (for a similar analytical strategy, see Carbonneau et al. 2010; Mageau et al. 2005; Philippe et al. 2009a,
c; Rousseau and Vallerand 2008). The correlation between harmonious and obsessive passion observed in
the present study is similar to the one found in previous research (e.g., Philippe et al. 2010; Vallerand et al.
2003).
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4.2 Main Analyses

A first model was evaluated to verify the direct effect of the two types of passion on well-

being. Results showed that harmonious passion was positively related to well-being,

b = .30, whereas a negative relationship was observed between obsessive passion and

well-being, b = -.28. As it is usually the case (Vallerand et al. 2003), a positive rela-

tionship was also obtained between the two types of passion, b = .41. This simple model

being just-identified, no fit index could be computed.

The proposed theoretical model (Fig. 1) was tested to evaluate the processes underlying

the influence of passion on well-being. Results of Lagrange Multipliers Statistics indicated

that in addition to the hypothesized paths, an additional direct path should be added

between obsessive passion toward one’s activity and well-being, indicating that rumina-

tions about one’s favorite activity and flow do not fully mediate the influence of obsessive

passion on well-being. Results also indicated that harmonious passion predicts flow in

one’s studies. A revised model incorporating these direct links was thus tested (see Fig. 2).

In line with past studies (Forest et al. 2008; Mageau et al. 2005; Philippe et al. 2009a,

Study 1; Vallerand et al. 2003, Study 1), results first showed that harmonious passion was

positively related to flow experiences during one’s favorite activity, b = .60, while

obsessive passion was unrelated to this construct. In turn, flow in the favorite activity was

positively associated with subjective well-being, b = .32.

In contrast, obsessive passion toward an activity predicted ruminations about this activity

during one’s studies, b = .45, while harmonious passion was unrelated to this construct.

These ruminations, in turn, seemed to prevent people with higher levels of obsessive passion

from experiencing flow in their studies, b = -.20. Harmonious passion toward the favorite

activity was also positively related to flow experiences during one’s studies, b = .17. Flow

in one’s studies, in turn, predicted subjective well-being, b = .23. Ruminations, b = -.20,

and obsessive passion, b = -.16, also had direct and negative links to subjective well-

being. The overall fit of the revised model was adequate, v2 (4) = 2.01, p = .73,

NC = 2.02, CFI = 1.00, NFI = .99, NNFI = 1.04, RMSEA = .00, SRMR = .02.4

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations

Variables Correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Obsessive passion – .41*** .45*** .00 .32*** -.16*

2. Harmonious passion – .18* .13 .64*** .18*

3. Ruminations during
studies

– -.17* .13 -.27***

4. Flow during studies – .12 .31***

5. Flow during activity – .28***

6. Subjective well-being –

N 172 172 171 171 172 172

Mean 4.14 5.58 2.39 3.83 5.78 0

SD 1.43 .87 1.16 1.30 1.15 .69

* p \ .05; *** p \ .001

4 Because past research shows that men and women often react differently in the school context (Cai 2005;
Else-Quest et al. 2010; Ewert 2010; Fan 2011; Tison et al. 2011), we replicated our final model while
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When we compared the relationships between the two types of passion and well-being

in the direct model to the ones in the mediation model (Fig. 2; Baron and Kenny 1986),

adding ruminations about one’s favorite activity and flow as mediators accounted for the

effect of harmonious passion on subjective well-being, and reduced the direct effect of

obsessive passion on this construct.

Additional analyses were also conducted to provide further evidence for the proposed

theoretical model (Frazier et al. 2004; Holmbeck 1997). Specifically, we tested a series of

models where the direct effects that were not included in our final model were added one at

a time (i.e., the direct path between harmonious passion and well-being and the one

between obsessive passion and flow during one’s studies). Chi-square statistics of these

models were then compared to the one from the final model and Chi-square differences

were tested for statistical significance using the Chi-square distribution with one degree of

freedom. Results showed that adding these direct paths would not significantly improve

model fit, indicating that the proposed mediators fully accounted for the relations between

harmonious passion and well-being and between obsessive passion and flow during one’s

studies. Similarly, direct paths that were included in the final model (i.e., the direct path

between obsessive passion and well-being and the one between ruminations about one’s

favorite activity and well-being) were deleted one at a time and the difference between

these models’ and the final model’s Chi-square statistics were tested for statistical sig-

nificance. Results showed that deleting these direct paths would significantly worsen model

fit and confirmed that the links between ruminations about one’s favorite activity and

well-being and between obsessive passion and well-being were only partially mediated.

Nevertheless, mediation did occur as indicated by the reduction of the direct paths that can

be observed when mediators are added to the model. Specifically, the beta weight of the

relationship between obsessive passion and well-being is -.28 when no mediator is present

and becomes -.16 when mediators are added (a reduction of 42.8%). Similarly, the direct

Harmonious 
Passion toward 
favorite activity 

Obsessive Passion 
toward favorite 

activity 

Ruminations about 
favorite activity 
while studying 

Flow experiences 
during studies 

Flow experiences 
during favorite 

activity 

Well-Being 

.60* 

.45* -.20* 

.32* 

.23* 

.41* .17* 

-.16* 

-.20* 

n.s. 

n.s. 

Fig. 2 The mediating effect of ruminations and flow experiences on the relationship between passion and
well-being

Footnote 4 continued
controlling for the impact of gender on all endogenous variables. Results showed that gender was not
significantly linked to the model’s variables and that all significant relations were observed above and
beyond any gender differences. For the sake of parsimony, the model is presented without controlling for
gender.
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path between ruminations during one’s studies and well-being is reduced by 20% (from

-.25 to -.20) when flow during one’s studies is added as mediator. Overall, these analyses

supported the revised model (see Fig. 2), where ruminations about one’s favorite activity

and flow partially, but not fully, mediated the influence of obsessive passion on well-being.

In contrast, flow experiences seemed to fully mediate the effect of harmonious passion on

well-being. Results also confirmed that ruminations about one’s favorite activity were

directly related to well-being.

Finally, alternative models were tested to verify if other models could account for the

observed data. As a first alternative model, we postulated that less ruminative thoughts and

higher levels of flow might lead to higher levels of both types of passion, which in turn

would predict greater well-being. This model did not fit the data well, v2 (7) = 82.05,

p \ .001, NC = 11.72, CFI = .63, NFI = .63, NNFI = .21, RMSEA = .25, SRMR =

.14, which confirmed that passion did not mediate the relationships between flow and well-

being. As a second alternative model, we tried to improve the fit of this last model by

adding the direct paths between flow (i.e., in one’s favorite activity and in one’s studies)

and well-being. This new model was also inadequate, v2 (5) = 59.45, p \ .001,

NC = 11.89, CFI = .73, NFI = .73, NNFI = .20, RMSEA = .25, SRMR = .12. In par-

ticular, Lagrange Multipliers Statistics suggested that flow experiences during one’s

studies did not mediate the link between ruminative thoughts about the activity and

obsessive passion. These results confirmed that the revised model (see Fig. 2) fitted the

data with the most accuracy.

5 Discussion

The present research first replicated past findings (Philippe et al. 2009b; Rousseau and

Vallerand 2003; Vallerand et al. 2007, 2008) and showed that harmonious passion was

positively associated with psychological well-being, whereas obsessive passion was neg-

atively related to this psychological health indicator. These results suggest that having a

harmonious passion toward an activity may constitute one avenue toward a more fulfilling

life, whereas the more people have an obsessive passion, the less they seem to experience

psychological well-being.

The main goal of the study was to test a theoretical model investigating the psycho-

logical processes responsible for the positive link between harmonious passion and well-

being and the negative association between obsessive passion and well-being. Results

showed that the more people have a harmonious passion, the more they tended to expe-

rience flow in their passionate activity, which in turn was positively associated with

subjective well-being. Obsessive passion did not seem to be systematically linked to flow

experiences in the favorite activity. Unexpectedly, harmonious passion toward the favorite

activity was also positively related to flow experiences in other activities (i.e., one’s

studies).

In contrast, results supported the hypothesis that people with higher levels of obsessive

passion are unable to put their favorite activity aside in order to experience flow in other

activities. Indeed, the more people have an obsessive passion toward an activity, the more

they tended to ruminate about this activity while doing other things (i.e., studying). These

ruminations, in turn, were negatively related to the experience of flow in this other activity,

which predicted higher levels of subjective well-being. People with a more harmonious

passion did not seem to systematically ruminate about their passionate activity while

engaging in another activity.
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The present research contributes to the field of positive psychology by first confirming

the positive link between flow and well-being. This finding is consistent with previous

studies that found flow experiences to be related to positive emotional consequences such

as increased levels of positive moods and emotions, pride, and subjective well-being

(Bloch 2002; Clarke and Haworth 1994; Delle Fave and Massimini 2004; Han 1988). This

study thus adds to the literature by successfully generalizing the positive effect of flow on

well-being to a new domain, i.e., the context of one’s passion. Second, the present findings

also contribute to the field of positive psychology by offering additional support to the

importance of passion for enhancing people’s well-being. Indeed, consistent with past

research, the present study shows that having a harmonious passion toward an activity is

positively linked to one’s well-being (Philippe et al. 2009b; Rousseau and Vallerand 2003;

Vallerand et al. 2007, 2008).

The present results are also particularly relevant for research on passion. First they

replicate past findings on the positive association between harmonious passion and the

experience of flow during activity engagement (Forest et al. 2008; Mageau et al. 2005;

Philippe et al. 2009a, Study 1; Vallerand et al. 2003, Study 1). An unexpected link has also

been found between harmonious passion toward one activity and experiences of flow in

another activity (i.e., one’s studies), suggesting that people with a more harmonious pas-

sion might have a particular disposition to immerse themselves in what they are doing and

to experience flow during activity engagement in general. It is also possible that people

with a more harmonious passion toward a given activity also have a harmonious passion

toward other activities in their lives, which would explain the positive relationship found

between harmonious passion and flow in one’s studies. Future research is needed to

investigate whether or not people with higher levels of harmonious passion toward a given

activity also tend to report high levels of harmonious passion toward other activities.

The present research also offers an insight on the processes responsible for the dia-

metrical consequences of the two types of passion. Indeed, while the consequences of

having a more harmonious or a more obsessive passion are well documented, few studies

have examined the psychological processes underlying the different impact of the two

types of passion. Given that harmonious passion is linked to flow experiences during one’s

passionate activity and in other activities and that past research shows that people who

experience flow more frequently report higher levels of well-being (Csikszentmihalyi

1999; Eisenberger et al. 2005; Haworth 1997; Haworth and Evans 1995; Haworth and Hill

1992), it is likely that repeated experiences of flow can account for the positive link that is

found between harmonious passion and well-being indicators (Mageau and Vallerand

2007; Philippe et al. 2009b; Rousseau and Vallerand 2003, 2008; Vallerand et al. 2003,

2007, 2008).

In contrast, obsessive passion is either unrelated to or negatively associated with

indicators of well-being during, after, and when prevented from engaging in the activity

(Mageau and Vallerand 2007; Philippe et al. 2009b; Rousseau and Vallerand 2003, 2008;

Vallerand et al. 2003, 2007, 2008). The present research extends previous findings in

showing that obsessive passion is also associated with negative outcomes in other activities

such as more ruminative thoughts about their passionate activity and less flow experiences.

Examining what happens when people with a more obsessive passion engage in other

activities also reveals that ruminations about the passionate activity and flow, in addition to

being new correlates of obsessive passion, seem to be two psychological processes that

partially account for the detrimental effect of obsessive passion on subjective well-being.

Indeed, people with a more obsessive passion seem to remain focused on their favorite
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activity when they engage in other life activities, which in turn prevents them from

deriving flow and well-being from these other activities.

From a theoretical perspective, these processes are coherent with Vallerand et al.’s

(2003) conceptualization of obsessive passion. According to research on ruminations,

ruminative thoughts origin from ongoing goals that have a high-priority status in people’s

goals hierarchy (Carver 1996; Carver and Scheier 1981; Klinger 1977; Zeigarnik 1938). By

showing that obsessive passion is linked to such ongoing concerns about their passionate

activity, the present study offers support for the propositions that obsessive passion entails

a tendency to value the activity above all others (Ratelle et al. 2011) and to rigidly persist

in their passionate activity (Vallerand et al. 2003, Study 3 and 4).

Although the present findings contribute to the positive psychology and passion liter-

atures, a few limitations are worth mentioning. First, readers should keep in mind that

ruminations about one’s favorite activity and flow mediate the negative relationship

between obsessive passion and well-being only partially. Indeed, in the final model

(Fig. 2), a direct link between obsessive passion and well-being remained even after

adding ruminations and flow as mediators. In light of past research on passion and inter-

personal conflicts (Séguin-Lévesque et al. 2003), it is possible that people with a more

obsessive passion report lower levels of well-being because they tend to experience more

interpersonal conflicts owing to the way they manage their passionate activity. Future

research is needed in order to identify other processes that could account for the detri-

mental effect of obsessive passion on well-being.

Second, although choosing people’s studies as the ‘‘other’’ activity allowed us to limit

undesirable sources of variability, it would be important to replicate the present findings

while controlling for potential confounding variables typically related to school experi-

ences. Indeed, people’s ruminations or flow experiences during their studies can be

affected by many variables other than the type of passion they experience toward their

favorite activity (e.g., attention span, hyperactivity, student engagement, achievement

level, or teacher-student relationship). Future research is needed to show that obsessive

passion is related to people’s ruminations over and beyond these other variables. The

present findings could also be replicated using a more general context as the ‘‘other’’

activity (e.g., when participants are simply not engaged in their passionate activity).

Similarly, it is important to note that distractibility during school work also comes with

its own consequences such as biased thinking, poor problem solving, impaired motivation,

and inhibition of instrumental behaviour (see Lyubomirsky and Tkach 2004 for a review).

These consequences might account for the fact that flow during one’s studies was only a

partial mediator of the relationship between ruminations and well-being. Future research is

needed to test this hypothesis.

Fourth, the fact that people’s passion toward their studies was not assessed also con-

stitutes a limit to the present data. Indeed, when filling out the Passion Scale, people were

asked to think about their favorite activity apart from their studies. It is possible that, for a

limited number of participants, their studies were their favorite activity. Future research is

needed to replicate the present findings while assessing participants’ passion toward their

favorite activity and toward their studies.

Fifth, the concept of flow comprises multiple facets such as being completely absorbed

in the present moment, having a sense of complete mastery over the environment and

losing any reflective self-consciousness during the activity. However, in the present study,

only the autotelic dimension (i.e., the extent to which the activity is an intrinsically

rewarding experience) was used to measure the experience of flow in one’s passionate

activity and in one’s studies. Even though the autotelic experience has been described as
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the end result of being in flow (Csikszentmihalyi 1990), future research should be con-

ducted in order to replicate the present findings using a more comprehensive measure of

flow.

Sixth, the homogeneity of the present sample limits the generalizability of the findings.

Even if women now constitute the majority (55%) of the college students in Quebec

(Ministère de l’Éducation, du Loisir et du Sport du Québec, 2007) where the study was

conducted, they were still over-represented (78%) in the present sample. Given that

recruitment was voluntary, this suggests that women may be more inclined to take part in

this type of studies than men. Special care should thus be taken in the future to ensure equal

representation of men and women when similar recruitment procedures are used. It is

important to note however, that, in the present study, results were observed above and

beyond gender differences and that gender was not related to the model’s endogenous

variables. Finally, the present study employed a correlational design, which makes cau-

sality inferences impossible.

Despite these limitations, the present research suggests that not all passions are bene-

ficial for one’s well-being. A more obsessive type of passion seems to result in people

focusing on their activity even when they should be doing something else. In turn, this

inability to put their activity aside seems to prevent them from experiencing flow in other

activities, and ultimately leads to lower levels of well-being. In contrast, having a har-

monious passion toward an activity is positively linked to both flow and well-being. Given

that both types of passion are equally related to high levels of performance (Bonneville-

Roussy et al. 2011; Mageau et al. 2009, Study 3; Vallerand et al. 2007, 2008), the present

research suggests that, compared to obsessive passion, harmonious passion may offer the

important added benefit of contributing to making life worth living.
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