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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
This qualitative study explores the psychosocial experiences of midlife Creativity; Dixit cards;
Italian women, focusing on the evolution of their creative self. Using generativity; menopause;

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, we examined narratives from  Midiife woman

eight women aged 51-62, capturing their spontaneous perception of the
changes characterizing this phase of their life, with a particular focus on
the subject of creativity. Three major themes emerged from the interviews:
(1) Personal Growth, highlighting increased self-awareness, resilience in the
face of adverse events and a deeper connection with their bodies; (2)
Relationships with Others, underscoring shifts in friendships, family dynam-
ics, and how relationships foster creativity; and (3) The Creative Self, which
explores the redefinition of creativity in midlife as part of a broader trans-
formative process. The study offers new insights into how midlife can serve
as a fertile period for personal and creative development, challenging the
dominant focus on loss often associated with ageing. This work contributes
to the literature by highlighting the underexplored positive transformations
occurring during this phase, particularly in the Italian socio-cultural
context.

Introduction

Midlife for women is a transitional period marked by challenges and opportunities, characterized
by the reorganization of roles, relationships, and priorities, and by significant changes encompass-
ing biological, personal, familial, and professional domains (Lachman, 2001). This phase is shaped
by critical life events, such as menopause, and involves reflection on both past experiences and
future aspirations, making it a pivotal time for personal growth, generativity, and the pursuit of a
new psychological and social balance (Barrett, 2022; Lachman et al., 2015). These transformations
are profoundly influenced by social factors such as health, status, class and gender (Infurna et al.,
2020), and individual factors related to subjective aging shaping the diversity of experiences
(Barrett & Barbee, 2022). During this phase, creativity can be regarded as a vital resource for per-
sonal adaptation and growth. It can serve as a vehicle for expressing generativity, extending
beyond biological procreation to encompass the generation of ideas, the development of projects,
and the creation of meaningful contributions to society (Erikson & Erikson, 1981). Moreover, cre-
ativity is a dimension closely linked to identity and the way individuals relate to the world and
themselves. In an age marked by profound biopsychosocial transformations, one’s creative self
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(Karwowski & Lebuda, 2017) inevitably changes. Therefore, this study aims to explore how wom-
en’s subjective experiences of midlife transformations influence the role of creativity in their lives.

The transformative processes of women in midlife

The experiences of women in midlife have been increasingly explored by international research,
and, as with any life transition, they are characterized by both gains and losses (Baltes et al.,
1980; Baltes & Baltes, 1990). Midlife women often navigate significant complexities in both their
personal and professional lives, necessitating the management of multiple responsibilities. In add-
ition to handling physical and psychological changes, they often must balance job positions of
responsibility, young or teenage children, aging parents, and a frequently uneven distribution of
childcare tasks (Hughes & Lewinson, 2015; Lichtenstein et al., 2022; Morgan et al., 2015; Steffan
& Loretto, 2025; Thomas et al.,, 2018). Amid these complexities, it is often necessary to address
family dynamics that require consolidation, re-establishment, or dealing with irreparably broken
bonds, which Crowley refers to as Grey Divorce (Crowley, 2019).

Among the most investigated themes in the literature are menopause, body image, mother-
hood, and the professional context. The experience of menopause usually occurs between the ages
of 45 and 55 (WHO, 1996, 2022) and is heavily shaped by the cultural environment. In fact,
although triggered by a universal biological process, menopause is far from being a uniform
experience: it’s influenced by individual traits, social values, as well as economic and environmen-
tal conditions (Hickey et al., 2022). For example, women’s experience can be shaped by the lan-
guage and communication around the subject and culturally defined narratives (Milgrom et al.,
2016; Navvabi-Rigi et al,, 2022; Strezova et al., 2017). Cultural contexts of minorities, such as
queer communities, offer inspiring perspectives of positive transformation (Jones et al., 2023). To
foster a positive discourse on menopause, the role of healthcare providers proves to be central
(Alspaugh et al.,, 2021; Hofmeier et al., 2017). Menopause is also related to body image, which
plays a crucial role in the narratives of midlife women, is related to social expectations and self-
perception (Bailey et al., 2021; Hofmeier et al., 2017; Wallbank et al., 2022), and can influence
couple satisfaction (Crowley, 2019). Regarding motherhood, research has explored narratives
related to being a mother, (Blachnio & Kurys-Szyncel, 2022), becoming a mother for the first
time (Morgan et al, 2015), the choice to be childfree (Ruegemer & Dziengel, 2022) and the
experience of being unable to have children (Fieldsend & Smith, 2020). Finally, in the profes-
sional realm, significant attention has been given to the issue of ageism, along with its consequen-
ces on the opportunities available to women (Vickerstaff & Van Der Horst, 2022). This is
particularly significant considering that women over the age of 50 can be highly motivated to
learn, innovate and access their generative drive, by coaching and promoting new generations’
wellbeing (Hurd, 2016; Isopahkala-Bouret, 2015).

Creativity in midlife

Creativity, along with procreation and productivity, is described by Erikson as a dimension of the
construct of generativity that enables the transfer of cultural resources from one generation to the
next (Erikson & Erikson, 1981). Erikson suggested that midlife is marked by the chance to har-
ness creative and productive resources beyond the realm of competition, driven solely by an
intrinsic motivation to create, nurture, and extend care outward. As people age and gain wisdom
from life experiences, new forms of creativity emerge, manifesting in the sharing of knowledge
and ideas within a generative environment (Datta Roy & Panda, 2022). Generative resources
available to midlife women in professional and personal contexts have been previously investi-
gated. The construct of self-transcendence positively influences individuals’ narratives through,
for example, a sense of interconnectedness, acceptance, and a positive outlook on the future



JOURNAL OF WOMEN & AGING . 3

(Reischer et al., 2021). Long-term friendships are psychological significant and might serve as a
protective factor against negative states (Piotrowski, 2018). Harnessing progress, the ability to
construct personal narratives that describe one’s aging as a story of progress (Barbee, 2022), can
be associated with an increased sense of worth, confidence, standing up for oneself and generative
mentoring.

Several studies have investigated creativity from a life span perspective (Russ et al., 2021). It
has been suggested that there is a peak of creativity between the ages of 30 and 40, followed by
stabilization or decline in later stages of the life cycle. This trend is often attributed to factors
such as decreased energy and cognitive decline (Runco, 2018; Trnka et al., 2020). Nonetheless, a
growing body of literature highlights the creative potential of adults over the age of 50 (Meléndez
et al., 2016) and the influence of creativity on life satisfaction later in life (Adams-Price et al.,
2018). Creative outputs can emerge across a variety of domains, including everyday life, academic
research, performance arts, scientific innovation, and artistic expression (Kapoor et al., 2021).

Although everyday creativity has been highlighted as an important resource for individual
well-being throughout the life course (Conner et al., 2018; Pauly et al.,, 2022; Platt, 2019), studies
focusing on women have primarily concentrated on creativity in professional settings. Leadership
styles (Mayer & Oosthuizen, 2020), roles in socially recognized creative fields, such as design, art
and advertising (Inglada-Pérez et al., 2021; Porto & Romo, 2022), and the representativeness of
women at the top of organizations (Roca et al., 2024; Taylor et al., 2020; Thompson-Whiteside
et al,, 2021) are among the main investigated subjects. However, regarding women’ creativity in
midlife, there is only limited research (Lear, 2017; McInnis & Medvedev, 2021). For example, cre-
ativity across the phases of the menstrual cycle has been previously studied (Chrisler, 2019;
Galasinska & Szymkow, 2021) but, to the best of our knowledge, there are no studies examining
whether and how creative potential changes in conjunction with the end of the reproductive age.

Study goals

As previously highlighted, there is a growing interest within the scientific community in aspects
related to the resources and positive transformation of midlife women, although not specifically
focused on creativity. Regarding Italy, however, the research is often focused on aspects of loss
mainly related to the negative psychological and health impact of menopause (Bendinelli et al.,
2022; Laudisio et al, 2021; Saraulli et al., 2023) and issues in the sphere of sexual life (Faccio
et al., 2018; Vaccaro et al., 2021). There’s a paucity of studies investigating a positive narrative of
aging and aspects of generativity and creativity. The present research aims to increase insight into
Italian midlife women’s narrative of self-development with a focus on creativity. Here, we used a
qualitative approach to explore the experience of transformations undergone during this stage of
life, with particular attention to the evolution of women’s creative self.

Materials and methods
Study design

An exploratory study was conducted using a qualitative research methodology based on semi-
structured autobiographical narrative interviews, where key themes were used as guidelines
(Anderson & Kirkpatrick, 2015). Reference was made to the Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Attention was given to how participants assigned meaning
to their experiences within both their personal and social spheres. After the spontaneous observa-
tions on the changes that have occurred over the past few years, the theme of creativity was fur-
ther explored through questions (reported in the following section “Procedures”). Finally, the
interviewer investigated the meanings attributed by the interviewees to the terms generativity and
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motherhood in order to explore the semantic contexts surrounding these two terms directly
through the words of the participants. The goal was to identify commonalities or differences
between the definitions provided, uncover new nuances in comparison to those found in the lit-
erature, and examine how they connect to creativity. The researcher took an active role in the
interview process and in the co-construction of the narrative allowing, in the here and now, to
shed light on the essence of experiences often previously unconscious (Bradshaw et al., 2017).
The flexibility of the conversational approach has made it possible to capture personal insights
with greater accuracy (Schober & Conrad, 1997).

Participants

Given the lack of consensus regarding the onset and conclusion of the midlife phase (Lachman,
2001), the study is focused on the 50-65 age group, to also capture the experience of biological
transition aspects related to menopause, which for many women occurs between 45 and 55 years
of age (WHO, 2022). It was decided to interview women with an active professional life to avoid
the influence that the transition to retirement might have on their psychological experience of
this stage of life. Eight women between the ages of 51 and 62 years old were recruited using the
principal investigator’s (AC) personal network by using a snowball sampling methodology
(DeVaney, 2016). Women with ages outside the expected range or who did not provide research
consent were excluded. An email detailing the research project was sent to 35 contacts, asking
them to share it within their personal networks. From this, the first three spontaneous applica-
tions, which met the criteria and had signed the informed consent, were recruited. Each of the
three participants were then asked to share the project information within their personal network,
leading to the recruitment of three more women, following the same procedure as before, one
from each network (candidates were asked to specify who referred them). This process was
repeated to identify the final three participants, bringing the total to nine. One participant with-
drew from the study. The number of participants was considered sufficient, as saturation of
themes was reached and no new themes emerged in the last three interviews (Guest et al., 2006).
Demographic characteristics of participants are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Participant characteristics.

Pseudonym Age at interview Children Civil status Qualification Job
Beatrice 54 No Married Secondary School Diploma Theatre teacher
Francesca 62 Yes Married PhD University researcher
Luisa 55 Yes Married Secondary School Diploma Yoga teacher

Maria 55 Yes Cohabitant Master's Degree Laboratory analyst
Giulia 60 Yes Widow PhD Company Director
Marina 51 No Single Master's Degree Company Director
Adriana 52 Yes Widow Master's Degree Highschool teacher
Lucia 57 Yes Married Master's Degree Event planner
Procedures

Face-to-face interviews were conducted online between December 2023 and February 2024. All
interviews were audio recorded and lasted from 50 to 70 min. Before starting the interview, a
trained interviewer (AC) explained the study’s aim, gave information about the study confidenti-
ality and obtained a written consent. The study was approved by the Ethical Committee of e-
Campus University (n.09/2023). AC conducted the interviews in Italian using a semi-structured
interview guide.

The interview was composed of three main areas. The first aimed at investigating the partici-
pants’ spontaneous observations regarding the changes they experienced in the last five years.
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Some of the questions asked were the following: I ask you to tell me about the most significant
changes or events in your life over the past 5 years. You can talk about physical changes or changes
in your way of thinking or living your relationships; they can be changes that come from within or
influenced by external events, in any area that is important to you. You can start wherever you like
and share whatever you prefer. Every thought of yours will be important. The second main area
focused on the meaning of creativity as perceived by the interviewees and how this perception
has evolved over time. Some of the questions asked were the following: Each of us has our own
way of seeing and expressing creativity. The word creativity or the expression of being creative is
very subjective. What does it mean to you? Think about the creative part of yourself throughout
your life—as a child, as a teenager, when you started working. What activities or moments come to
mind? And today, how do you express your creativity? Has anything changed in the way you
express yourself or even just in how you feel creative? The last main area focused on the theme of
generativity and motherhood: Reflecting on the questions asked and the content you shared with
me, if I say the word "generativity,” what comes to mind? Spontaneously, even if the term is not
familiar to you, what does it evoke? And if I say "motherhood”?

In the second part of the interview, the interviewer used Dixit cards to explore the theme of
creativity. The advantage of Dixit cards is that they can enrich the narration of one’s psycho-
logical experience by amplifying meanings and stimulating the emergence of new imageries
(Berger & Pain, 2017; Lépez-Ifiguez & Burnard, 2022). The interviewer introduced participants
to an activity adapted from the official Dixit board game, using a selection of 21 cards, available
in the supplementary material, from the set Dixit 1 and Dixit 2 (Roubira & Cardouat, 2008), to
explore further the concept of creativity related to the self, as it had emerged from participants’
narratives, through a visual stimulus. Dixit cards allowed participants to engage in a different
reflective modality, focusing on elements characterizing creativity concerning the self as previ-
ously narrated, which could also be further expressed through visual inputs. This approach
enabled a deeper exploration and integration of participants’ narrated content, revealing new con-
nections among the themes that had emerged. To this end, participants were provided with the
following instructions: Now I will show you a series of cards, which you may already know—they
are Dixit cards. Among the ones you will see, choose three of them that resonate with your creative
self and best express what you have talked about so far regarding creativity, or that might add
something new or different. There are no right or wrong answers, so I ask you to freely choose the
cards that you feel best represent creativity about yourself. Don’t give it too much thoughts, just
pick spontaneously those cards which inspire you the most. After the choice, the interviewer asked
the participants to describe the card and the reason why they found it meaningful.

The use of Dixit cards as an investigative tool, alongside the participants’ narratives prompted
by the interview guide, represents an attempt at data triangulation. Triangulation is defined as an
approach for assessing the validity and reliability of data collection methods in the social and
behavioral sciences (Pelto, 2017, p. 242). According to Denzin (2017), researchers should employ
multiple methods or various forms of triangulation in a study to test or develop a theory based
on different sources or methodologies.

Data analysis

After transcribing the interviews verbatim, a thematic analysis of the content was conducted, fol-
lowing the methodology described by Braun and Clarke (2006). The thematic analysis aimed to
identify and describe the implicit and explicit themes emerging from the open-ended responses
provided by the participants. The first author carried out the inductive analysis by repeatedly
reading the transcript and creating an initial set of associations through memo writing, which
allowed to record thoughts and reflections on the data. A manual analysis and coding of recur-
ring patterns subsequently enabled the transformation of codes into themes. The structure of the
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themes was discussed and refined with the co-author. Any discrepancies were resolved through
discussion.

Results
Themes and sub-themes

The analysis of the results permitted the content to be categorized into 3 main themes and 11
sub-themes. The first theme is Personal Growth, which contains the sub-themes: 1.1 Space for cre-
ativity; 1.2 Self-awareness; 1.3 Relationship with one’s own body; 1.4. Resilience; 1.5 Transcendence.
The second theme is Relationship with Others, which contains the sub-themes: 2.1 Quality over
quantity; 2.2 Creativity through relationships; 2.3 The judgment of others; 2.4. The perspective on
parenthood. The third theme is The creative-self, which contains the sub-themes: 3.1 The mean-
ings of creativity; 3.2 Generativity and motherhood.

The interconnection of the themes provides insight into how women’s experience of midlife
changes contributed to shaping their creative-self (Figure 1).

A new Perspective on parenthood, particularly regarding older and more independent children,
together with the choice to prioritize Quality over quantity in relationships, contributed to the liberation
of Space for creativity. Greater Space for creativity translated into a desire to create for others, to offer
something new and personal to the world, as described in the theme Generativity and Motherhood.

Increased Self-awareness fostered greater attention to relational needs, as captured in the theme
Quality over Quantity, and improved the Relationship with one’s own body. The need to look
beyond individual existence, encapsulated in the concept of Transcendence, further supported the
generative drive. The expression of Creativity through relationships enriched creativity with new
meanings, as discussed in the theme The Meanings of Creativity.

Generativity and
SPACEfOr  NEnnt Tttt tteteeiraaesataiesaesaisaesitesiaitae e > motherhood
creativity Tt

Quality over 1
> quantity g

......... '.,..: T 22

Self- relationship

awareness «. withone's
"+ own body .
PERSONAL “ RELATIONSHIP THE CREATIVE-
GROWTH WITH OTHERS | .- SELF
The 3 Creativity
perspective on & through f
parenthood 3 relationships *

Resiliance
Trascendence

«J The meanings of
creativity

Figure 1. Representation of the emerging themes.

Personal growth

During the interviews, aspects of personal growth and positive transformation emerged, which
the women interviewed attributed to the last 5years of their lives. In particular, the individual
narratives highlighted: the ability to make time to develop talents or cultivate passions that
had not previously found space in their daily life; a perceived increase of self-esteem and self-
affirmation; a more mature and aware relationship with one’s body and the changes related to it;
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a greater sensitivity to aspects of transcendence, for instance towards nature, the universe or spir-
ituality; a self-narrative about resilience and recognition of the potential for growth in moments
of great difficulty in their past life.

Space for creativity. All women described a growing attention to aspects of themselves, always
been present in a more or less conscious way, but to which they never dedicated enough time
and cultivate. The need to express themselves creatively and to pursue their passions required the
interviewees to reassess their work-life balance. Creating space for everyday creativity fostered a
sense of personal growth and development, along with a perception of improved harmony across
the different aspects of their lives.

Some women rediscovered passions that had accompanied them since childhood and noted
how dedicating time to these activities positively impacted other aspects of their daily lives as
well. Some examples include archery and creative writing for Beatrice (54years old, theatre
teacher and screenwriter) or gardening for Francesca (62years old, university researcher), who
obtained an allotment thanks to a public tender for the allocation of urban gardens. Here is how
they explained the revival of these interests:

[Referring to archery] It’s a passion I had as a girl, I signed up in August last year and this year I also
started some tournaments, with terrible results that I don’t care about, it’s a competition with myself on
concentration and the repetitiveness of the act, which I also find a lot in writing (...) I am nurturing
myself: the discipline of writing is fuelling archery and vice versa and I like this very much (...) I'm letting
it grow, that’s it. (Beatrice)

The first courgette we ate [with her children] was coming from grandparents’ garden (...) now, with my
first real vegetable garden I told myself I'm taking some time off work and I'm in the middle of green.
(Francesca)

Some interviewees described their 50s as the moment when they became their authentic selves,
shaping a life more aligned with their needs and desires. Some narratives described the midlife
transition as a baptism, a validation to fully occupy their place in the world, with competence
and pride. Luisa (55years old, yoga teacher) fully invested in her passion for yoga, building skills
and turning it into her main profession, while Maria (55 years old, laboratory analyst) started feel-
ing more confident and aware of her value, especially at work. Both described this process with
the enthusiasm of reaching a new stage in their personal development:

I made the big leap, around the age of 48 I enrolled in an important international school and 4-5 years ago
I started teaching yoga, putting what I learned to good use. And I love it. (Luisa)

Having completed various things, I started feeling everything more like mine. Before it was more like “who
knows if I'll succeed, who knows if I can do it”, while now I feel more centred. (Maria)

Even with a well-established and stable career, the needs to express oneself more freely and to
do things on one’s own terms emerged. Giulia (60 years old) and Marina (51 years old) shared
the common experience of holding managerial positions in large international companies, roles
they described as demanding strong organizational and time management skills. Both of them
recognized an important development achievement in the ability to carve out a space tailored to
one’s individual needs. Pride shines through in the way they told their stories:

I managed to carve out a space for myself for creative, spontaneous development. Let’s say that mine is not
a life of impositions and this is a great achievement. (Giulia)

I don’t like constraints, I have always needed to self-manage my time. (...) If remote working hadn’t been
legitimized by the Covid situation, I would have asked for it anyway. (Marina)

Self-awareness. This stage of life is characterized by a multitude of commitments and responsibil-
ities. Nonetheless, prioritizing self-reflection, self-understanding, and self-appreciation has proven
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to be essential, as reflected in the narratives of all the interviewees. Marina, after her workload
has increased over the past two years, has recently found ways to devise small escapes to
"breathe”. As if she were taking a journey with her imagination, she said:

I love going to places that rejuvenate the soul, like the mountains. I am faithful to my
professional obligations, but I am proud of having built a career that allows me to manage time my own
way. (Marina)

It seems that when a person is in tune with their desires even the busiest schedules can offer
moments of lightness and enjoyment. Giulia has turned her work trips to four different cities in
Italy into an opportunity to enjoy what she loves, such as audiobooks and meeting friends spread
across various cities:

I listen to 5-6 audiobooks a month, it’s my time for me; it’s me and my car. (...) I remember a time when,

after arriving at my destination, I stayed in the car outside the house, just listening to the end of the
audiobook, that’s just what I wanted. (Giulia)

Self-awareness has also been linked to an improvement in professional, friendly, and romantic
relationships.

Detachment and wisdom, I offer an additional bird’s-eye view, whereas often when you’re young you have
your head stuck inside your own perspective. (Giulia)

I have started to listen to myself more, to be more aware of my feelings; the body speaks to us and forces
us to listen, and this helps me a lot in my yoga classes. (Luisa)

I get involved with them [children and adolescents she teaches theatre to], I push them to come into
contact with their imagination. I have also acquired a more political vision of what I do. (Beatrice)

I've started to pay more attention to what bothers me and found the strength to express it. I assert myself
more now compared to before, when I might have been somewhat put in the background in relationships.
(Beatrice)

Some narratives on the theme of self-listening originated from feelings of misunderstanding
and devaluation, which led to a process of personal and professional growth, as happened to
Francesca and Lucia (57 years old, event organiser):

I often deceived myself, about people or relationships, by telling myself “everything is ok, everyone is a

friend”. Then I looked for other contacts and for the last 15 years [from 47 to 62], my work got published

with [other organizations and universities] who look for me, treat me like a human and indeed, they say
“that’s good! Come and let’s work together!” (...) I got my job back. (Francesca)

It [divorce] led me to start from scratch on a path of individuation, where I tried to understand myself,
through studying and psychotherapy. (Lucia)

The awareness of life’s finiteness, linked to the death of parents or the illness of a friend or
partner, can led to questioning what one truly desired in the limited time that remains, as Maria
did (55 years old, laboratory analyst):

There is a kind of urgency in saying let’s see carefully what I want to do in the time I have left (...) a
starting point to put on track what is important to me. (Maria)

Relationship with one’s own body. All the women spontaneously raised the topic of their relation-
ship with their bodies and mentioned menopause. Various experiences emerged, such as an
improved understanding of their bodies, the need to adapt to changes, and finding new rhythms,
both individually and as a couple.

Regarding menopause, several women highlighted aspects of both gain and loss; all women
even those identifying only negative aspects in the physical transition of menopause, adopted a
predominantly optimistic narrative. For example, menopause has represented an opportunity to
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learn and take better care of their body, or it has meant liberation from certain issues related to
their period:

The heat, the aches and pains, feeling that something is missing, these are also an opportunity to listen to
yourself and take better care of yourself. (Luisa)

I am one of those people who was reborn because I had big problems with medical things [talking about
gynaecological problems] and when everything was put to rest, I had more energy to invest in other things.
(Francesca)

Moreover, it is interesting to note how discussing menopause has brought to light relational
aspects concerning the couple’s relationship and friendships. When a woman’s body changes, the
couple’s relationship may require adjustments in the sexual sphere, which have an impact on the
emotional sphere. In this sense, menopause is perceived as a transition that goes beyond the indi-
vidual aspect related to the woman’s life stage to encompass the couple’s dimension:

It’s a couple’s transition, a change that you have to accept and that involves the couple finding new ways
[talking about intimacy]. (Maria)

In the case of friendships between women, however, the topic of menopause seems to be a taboo,
something that tends not to be discussed openly, which can limit opportunities for peer support
as well as the development of relationships. Maria noticed that among friends, while intimate
topics like pregnancy or childbirth were discussed openly, menopause was rarely mentioned,
except in a joking manner. As she said:

It’s about inhibition, [menopause] it is somewhat a cultural taboo. (Maria)

An exception to the narrative of gain and loss was Adriana (52 years old, teacher), who described
her long premenopausal process as an endless suffering characterized by cycle irregularities, pain,
unpredictability, and the full constellation of symptoms outlined in medical manuals. What stands
out clearly in her narrative is her self-irony and ability to adapt to something that, although
seemingly endless, she knows to be temporary. Her story is marked by a calm account, filled with
jokes and humour.

I've been in menopause for 5 years, very heavy to bear (...) I have hot flashes, either a painful or non-
existent cycle and I'm about to commit suicide [she laughs] why not conclude this interview with a
memorable quote?

The perception of the physical symptoms of menopause and the importance attached to them is
also linked to one’s lifestyle rhythms and daily priorities. In fact, menopause can take a backseat
due to more serious events in a woman’s life, as happened with a significant loss in Giulia’s case,
or a serious illness in Beatrice’s case. In their case, although mentioned, menopause did not take
up any space in their narrative, and they themselves explained this through the description of
events that commanded all their attention during that phase of life.

Only one woman, Marina, at 51, had not yet entered menopause and said she started sensing
the first signs. Her reaction was to give maximum priority to her physical and mental well-being
through exercise and diet. She described being trained to listen to her body when she had to deal
with endometriosis. Also, thanks to the experience of illness, every signal from her body is
described as an opportunity to take action and care for it:

I feel in great shape, and if I happen to put on 2-3 kilos, I immediately download an app to get back on
track. Mens sana in corpore sano is my philosophy. (Marina)

Several interviewees described the relationship with food and nutrition as a way to maintain
good health, by respecting the changes in their metabolism, but also as a lifestyle choice with a
higher value. Beatrice, for example, describes her becoming vegan as the most significant change
of her 50s, as an ethical choice and a way of being in the world.
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The changes in one’s physical appearance were addressed by several interviewees, mostly from
a constructive perspective, within stories of personal growth. The body can be an expression of
where one is in their life journey. Beatrice and Lucia explained this through two different stories.
Beatrice turned down a theatre role she had already played 25 years ago because it seemed to her
that her body was telling her she was no longer the same, urging her to seek a different role,
more suited to this phase of life.

A body tells the story of a life and I have the body I should have at 54. I feel that my body now needs to
tell something else. (Beatrice)

According to Lucia, the narrative of the great change in her body weight told the story of a great
loss and a great rebirth. In this case, the physical transformation is viewed through the lens of
divorce:

Before the change, my body felt a little devastated, now it expresses my emotional liberation. (Lucia)

Resilience. Four out of the eight women interviewed mentioned events of extraordinary severity
that occurred in their lives, such as the premature death of a partner, suffering from a serious ill-
ness, or taking on particularly burdensome caregiving responsibilities within their families.
Despite the adversity of the events, all women could incorporate them into a narrative perspective
of positive transformation. The way they narrated these moments of profound crisis was imbued
with a sense of resilience. Furthermore, a teleological perspective emerges, in which these events
are interpreted as contributing to personal growth.

At the age of 40 Beatrice had cancer, which significantly impacted her relationship with her
body:

I look at the photos from before and I have changed, as if [the surgery and treatment] had somehow

deformed me. Then little by little I regained a form, which however was not mine (...) a change that
brought other changes, like a kind of avalanche. (Beatrice)

Despite the difficulty of the illness, which is now overcome, her narrative revealed a newfound
awareness and acceptance of her body, which she described with joy and sense of humour:

I would like to be thin but I would have liked to be thin even at 20! So in that respect my relationship with
my body has not changed ... but actually I have a better relationship with it now than I did then: I am very
self-ironic and philosophical and I don’t need to show off or to prove something to myself.

Two interviewees experienced the premature loss of their partners: Giulia, before the age of 50
and Adriana, at 37. Both described the change following the loss in terms of personal develop-
ment, which also translated in an increased attention to their own well-being and that of others.
Giulia described the transition from a phase where a lot of energy was dedicated to caring for
family members to a reinvestment on her own well-being and future, by conceiving new projects
included supporting medical research to find cures for the disease her husband suffered from.
Adriana acknowledged that her loss has impacted her feelings toward others, such as greater
empathy and attention, influenced by her awareness of the finiteness of life.

It is interesting to note how some women spontaneously connected their journey of positive
transformation to creativity. They recounted how pain and hardship were transformed into
motivation to think and act creatively. In this sense, creativity emerged as a need to channel
energy and restructure the self, following challenging situations that deeply tested them.

I'm not strong; in fact, ’'m extraordinarily fragile. (...) T've simply learned to endure the pain and
transform it somewhat. To me, this is what creativity means. (Adriana)

Poetry is a vital creative necessity for me, born directly from the crisis of separation. It represents a crucial
source of energy; if I don’t engage in writing poetry, I feel unwell. (Lucia)
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Transcendence. Several women highlighted how, at this stage of life, their sensitivity to themes
related to transcendence has increased. A need emerged to look beyond their individual lives
toward nature, spirituality, or the universe. For some of them, the need for transcendence arised
from experiences that bring an awareness of life’s finiteness, such as those mentioned earlier. For
others, it was instead a growing interest in other dimensions, whether physical, such as the uni-
verse, or spiritual, such as reincarnation:

I believe that we live many lives. Unfortunately, my rational nature prevents me from fully embracing these
reflections as I would like to, but I feel that this is the case and it benefits me to think this way. (Giulia)

I recently developed an interest in astronomy, seeking to better understand the universe finding a meaning
through comprehending it. For me, this theme is also connected to the concept of death. (Marina)

Relationships with others

When discussing interpersonal relationships, both on a personal and professional level, increased
selectivity in social interactions was often mentioned, with a preference for the quality of the rela-
tionship with others. In several narratives, human connection was described as an expression of
creativity, which manifested in new and unexpected bonds, finding new ways to value others and
discover their talents, and forming new workgroups. Moreover, an important factor influencing
how women related to others during this phase of life is an increased sense of self-awareness,
which led to a reduced sensitivity to external judgment.

Quality over quantity. Personal connections and affection appeared to play a crucial role in this
stage of life. There was a sense that bonds had become more significant, that the quality of their
attention during conversations with friends had improved, and that the limited time available
prompted them to be more selective in their social interactions. A sense of pride and satisfaction
emerged regarding their friendships, along with a pleasure in their social interactions, in contrast
to the sense of duty and adherence to norms that characterized earlier stages of life.

My empathy has grown; I put myself in others’ shoes much more and I am deeply concerned about their
feelings. (Adriana)

I'm happier with my social outings now; ’'m with people I genuinely enjoy and want to see. In this regard,
I feel more satistfied now than I did when I was younger. It’s important to be with those you truly want to
be with. (Maria)

I see my people, my family, my friends and maintain a truly active social life, which brings me great
happiness. (Giulia)

As mentioned in the previous paragraph, the awareness of life’s finiteness might lead to greater
care for the people we cherish.

People my age are affected by sometimes-tragic events. For example, when I was twenty, it was rare for my
friends to face something like cancer. (Adriana)

I was with my mother as long as she was there [she recently died], so as not to miss anything of her being
alive. (Giulia)

Creativity through relationships. The topic of creativity frequently emerged when discussing
interpersonal relationships. It appeared that for some interviewees, relationships and creativity
mutually influenced and enriched each other.

A creative component has been identified in sensing and understanding the needs of others:

Maybe I sense that you're excited [here she seems to be referring to the interviewer as if she was one of her
students], you need to be calmed down. So I have to adapt my yoga practice to help you find a slightly
calmer place through breathing. (Luisa)



12 A. CAPPELLINI AND V. COVELLI

The term “creativity” was also associated with intuition, which empowers and inspires
others, resulting in more fluid and well-coordinated work, particularly in the corporate
environment:

I inspire the people around me, giving them directions, which are perhaps unexpected (...) People may
accept my suggestions also because my position legitimizes it, and therefore they may more willingly work
in that direction. (Giulia)

In my opinion, creativity is also what you can put into relationships, into solving a problem, I find it above
all in the intuition of some human affinities and therefore in the organization of the work of those close to
me. Understanding that a person is not exactly in the right place or how to motivate them to make better
use of their talents, for their good and that of the company ... stimulates me a lot. (Marina)

The aspect of people empowerment has been associated with a coaching role attributed to the
age difference compared to colleagues. A greater life experience was believed to contribute to an
enhanced ability to clearly see goals and guide others toward achieving them:

I try to bring out the best in them as if you had plasticine or clay in front of you. They recognize my
experience, my know-how, so in short, 'm not just the old one doing a job that a younger person could
do. (Giulia)

While for Marina and Giulia relational intuition is one of the forms of creativity, Beatrice
described relationships as the fundamental channel through which creativity can express and
manifest itself:

Creativity is an act of love; it requires relationships to be expressed, a way to offer yourself to others.
(Beatrice)

The judgment of others. When the interviewees discussed interpersonal relationships, they all
described a past in which the gaze of others influenced them in various ways, by making them
feeling insecure, socially shy, excessively focused on others’ needs while neglecting their own, or
resigned to following rules and norms rather than challenging them. At this stage of their life,
they described themselves as being more in touch with who they are, with what they think and
feel, and as a result, less susceptible to the judgment of others:

Now I care less about what others think about me. Meaning that I do something because I feel like doing
it, not because it would look right for me to do it. (Maria)

I always felt I had to prove I was at the top, to work 450 million hours a day because otherwise I felt guilty.
Now I have an awareness of my worth, which just 10 years ago I didn’t have. (Marina)

Feeling free from the influence of others’ opinions, represented a turning point for some, like
Luisa, as well as an achievement she celebrated with great pride:

You decide for yourself, that’s it. I find it ravishing, sometimes I even argue with my friends because they
tell me you should do this or that. Instead, I no longer let anyone impose anything on me, I decide what’s
best for me and that’s it. ’'m a grown-up, for God’s sake, come on! (Luisa)

For other women it was a gradual on-going process. Despite the feeling of being less and less eas-
ily influenced, they said that the fear of judgment was frequently lurking in the background
reflecting on their opinion about themselves:

It's the same old belief: I don’t feel good enough. In some moments I let myself go and it’s beautiful. In
other moments, instead of feeling unique, I want to feel perfect. (...) today I no longer get scared if I have
to do something. Or rather... I do get scared but I persevere. (Lucia)

Inside I let myself go a little more, opened up, I began to dare a little more, without caring too much about
judgement, or about not getting a result. In the end, it’s all a journey...(...) In those days [30-35 years
old] I put myself into it [talking about her work] but then, unfortunately, I tended to judge myself, then a
whole part of me had to say “stop judging yourself so you can go on”. (Beatrice)
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A significant role appeared to be played by an upbringing centred on the ideals of performance
and perfection, against which many interviewees often found themselves struggling, as Adriana
explained:

We, people of my generation, still carry inside some of this sense of dependence on other people’s
judgment. We were taught to be high-performing and polite. Today I am much more capable of giving
myself the validation, to come up with an idea and know what to do. (...) But the fear is always present,
sometimes it stops you, sometimes it makes you take a step back. (Adriana)

The perspective on parenthood. All the women interviewed discussed recent changes within their
home, whether related to the physical space or the dynamics among family members, with par-
ticular emphasis on their relationship with their children. Living spaces evolved, either due to
increased financial means or because some space became available. Places that once served as the
nest for a growing family became suddenly empty as children moved out, requiring a reinvention
of both the physical spaces and the parent-child dynamics.

Their home was at the heart of many reflections and was described as a space that has partially
emptied and requires reinvention, as a workshop for pursuing hobbies, and as an economic
achievement following a lifetime of work. Luisa attributed to her home a great role in her midlife
transition. Only after she turned 50 did she leave the family home where she was born. Her new
flat quickly became a place in which to experiment with creativity and build her yoga studio. She
said she felt as if, at 50, she had finally left the nest and truly taken flight:

It was my first and only moving in my life. I finally left home, that’s it! (Luisa)

While Luisa had just purchased her first home, Maria had recently finished paying off her
twenty-year mortgage. She described this event with a mix of pride and nostalgia:

There is happiness because you have achieved a goal you set for yourself, but at the same time there is also
a bit of a bitter taste in your mouth. In the sense that you say: it means that 20 years have passed! (Maria)

The home was also described as a creative workshop by Lucia, who detailed her DIY and upcy-
cling projects; Marina on the other hand saw her flat as an untapped potential and regretted the
lack of time to decorate it and, above all, to enjoy it.

Another important aspect of the midlife transition highlighted by several interviewees was the
increased independence of their children, whether teenagers or young adults. They discussed how
this development impacted their relationship with them and with themselves while questioning
what their new role as a mother might be. Some women described their relationship with chil-
dren who seemed to no longer need them with a sense of nostalgia and a desire to continue
bringing value to their lives. Others, however, spoke of gaining a new relationship with their
grown children, whom they were gradually learning to know as adults.

They [two 26 years old twins] are interested in psychology and after reading some articles, they told me
that I have the empty nest syndrome. Now that you have grown up, I no longer have to carry your bag, I
no longer have to wash you, to wear myself out carrying you here and there. Now that you are nice,
sociable and interesting and it would be lovely to do something with you, you rather do it with others?!
(Francesca)

Now I find myself looking at my parenting from the window, I see this young woman moving, moving in
the world. I look at her from a distance. She moves, she makes her decisions, she travels the world and I
stand there watching this young woman I created. (Luisa)

They are part of my network now... When I go to R. I see my daughter who lives there, when I go to M. I
see my other son, and on some weekends, I go to G. to visit the other son. (Giulia)

Mothers of teenagers described their relationship with their children as an experience filled with
curiosity, discoveries, and often conflicting emotions: the rediscovery of their own adolescent self,
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the fear of losing connection, and the anxiety that independence might expose them to risks and
dangers. Regarding her daughter’s wish to have an experience abroad, Adriana said:

On the one hand, I can already picture myself there, smelling the sweater or doing those typical motherly
things. On the other hand, I can’t wait and am thrilled to imagine what a girl might experience; it will be
such a meaningful experience. (Adriana)

Despite the difficulties in adapting to the change mentioned by most mothers, all clearly identi-
fied their children’s independence as an opportunity for their own personal growth. Several
women spontaneously extended the concept of motherhood to that of creativity, comparing the
creative energy that brought their children into the world to the energy that enabled them to
engage in new personal collaborations and pursue new passions.

I can also experience other forms of parenting through other things that I have created because they are my
work. (Luisa)

The creative-self

The meanings of creativity. During the interviews, the women reflected on whether and how their
creativity has evolved over the course of their lives and its role in the present moment. In explor-
ing the meanings they attributed to creativity, the interviewees spoke about imagination, intuition,
improvisation, and the ability to adapt and reinvent oneself. Creativity has often been associated
with the idea of fluidity and transformation, and at the same time, as an energy that needs to be
directed:

Creativity must be channelled. Not only do I want but I have to give direction to my creativity, it is
necessary, and the more I narrow the field, the more creative I can be in the end. (Beatrice)

Several women described their creative self as that part of themselves ready to adapt and impro-
vise, navigating through the most complex situations with ease.

The more tangled things are, the more I adapt; difficult things look easier to me (...) and then when I find
myself in a calm situation, sometimes I struggle. (Adriana)

Improvisation also emerged in relational terms, underscoring the relational component of creativ-
ity that was previously mentioned.

I create sequences during my yoga classes based on my feeling, my ability to listen, which allows me to
move forward and adapt. When you come into contact with people and realize that they need more than
what you had prepared, creativity is that thing that tells you “ok mix everything up, and start again from
scratch”. (Luisa)

Another concept that emerged in several narratives is intuition: in its relational component, as
the ability to inspire others, and as lateral thinking that allows for the connection of distant con-
cepts and ideas. The creative self has been described as a raging river, flowing unpredictably from
one project to another, generating virtuous synergies between seemingly unrelated fields.

I feel an abundance of creativity in inventing projects, like the Patient Association (...) and my bistro,
born as plan B and which is now becoming a third job. (...) Letting the mind run wild, listening to the
heart more than the reason. (Giulia)

I combined my passion for plants with the technical part of my work: cartography, satellite images, drone
images, etc. (...) which I began to apply to crops (...) and I flourished again! (Francesca)

Finally, creativity has been described by some interviewees as something that does not remain
within them but is put into the world and offered to others, a description that echoes the defin-
ition of the construct of generativity.

Creativity is a vital energy that flows through us. Our creative output doesn’t truly belong to us and when
the conditions are right, we simply act as channels for its expression. (Lucia)
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Next, the interviewees explored their creative self through Dixit cards. The were asked to choose three
Dixit cards (Roubira & Cardouat, 2008), among a deck of 21 (see attachment), which could express the
creative part of themselves. Then they were asked to describe them. The three most selected cards, by
four out of eight interviewees, are no. 2, no. 7 and no. 19 (Figure 2). All the interviewees chose at least
one of these three cards, while half of the interviewees chose at least two of them.

No. 2 No. 7 No. 19

B

Figure 2. The three most selected Dixit cards.

Card number 2 shows a cat that attempts to use magic to remove the fish from the crystal
ball. Those who chose it described it as a representation of creativity as a realm of possibilities,
accessed through the world of imagination. They highlighted the freedom of thought that comes
with not setting limits or boundaries.

The curiosity about the metaphysical, questioning past and future lives, divination and reading the future ...
and the cat, symbol of freedom. (Giulia)

Believing we can make the impossible possible. (Beatrice)

The crystal ball recalls the anarchic part of me, my recent interest in science, in my creative side, in space
and the infinite world, to understand it better. (Marina)

In card number 7, there’s a snail approaching a long spiral staircase that winds up to the
clouds. For the interviewees who chose it, this image evoked a sense of slowness and the impor-
tance of taking time in an upward journey of positive growth.

The staircase goes up infinitely, [the little snail] will climb it without running, very slowly, step by step.
Beautiful ascension movement of growing up, climbing and seeing things from above. (Giulia)

Anyway, in the end, we go up, we can’t help but go up, right? All the things you do are not lost and lead
you to go up. (Lucia)

The snail is slow but gives me the idea of infinity. I like the idea of a slow path that leads into the clouds.
(Marina)

It reminds me of patience. You could climb even Mount Fuji, right? Slowness is not something that should
preclude the possibility of achieving an objective, and we always tends upwards. (Adriana)

Card number 19 illustrates a traveller, possibly a child, blowing soap bubbles shaped like plan-
ets into the sky. The interviewees saw in this card the idea of creativity being blown into the
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world, like bubbles; a light and free creativity that travels outward, carrying a message that may
disperse, reach someone, or even make its way to the stars. Some connected motherhood to the
creative process of releasing something into the world.

And the bubbles, even if they burst or disappear, you brought them out, right? You delivered them. And
once you deliver a child into the world it is no longer yours. It passed through you, but it’s not yours.
(Lucia)

I create things and then give them away, to humanity, I let them go. Where did it go? Where did it come
from? Something just takes root and grows. (Luisa)

Generativity and motherhood

When asked separately, "What does generativity mean to you?" and "What does motherhood
mean to you?" all the interviewees naturally connected the two concepts, emphasizing shared ele-
ments as well as highlighting key distinctions.

Although none of the interviewees mentioned knowing the term "generativity" as defined in
life-span developmental psychology literature, all of them attributed a meaning to it. The percep-
tion of generativity frequently emerged as something open and flexible, allowing room for free-
dom, in contrast to the often binding and complex concept of motherhood. Generative freedom
was associated with a metaphorical sowing, in contrast to motherhood, which carried a sense of
gravity that is often restrictive, also linked to the interviewees’ experiences as daughters.

Motherhood is a huge thing. (...) For me, it was also linked to fertility problems until the twins eventually
arrived. It’s a big and difficult thing. If I think that now my children will have to think whether to face this
experience ... it’s a pretty messed up bubble. While generativity is something more outside of you, motherhood is
inside. [Motherhood] is a heavy load to carry because you also take charge of it biologically. (Francesca)

While generativity is always growth, motherhood on the other hand can be constricting, not always
generative, and also a little castrating. (Giulia)

Generativity was described as being open to the world, in contrast to the visceral and physical
nature of motherhood.

Generativity is a creation process, conceived with the mind. Motherhood is conceived with the body and
therefore even more visceral. (Marina)

A perspective has also emerged that intertwines the two concepts, in some cases even merging
them. From this viewpoint, both generativity and motherhood were seen as processes of creating
something that, once brought into existence, no longer entirely belongs to you. Several interview-
ees have evoked the image of putting something into the world, which grows beyond oneself, a
concept that was previously mentioned in the exploration of the meanings of creativity.

Maybe it’s her [daughter’s name] that I launched into the world, in the same way as ideas are generated
and created, putting them out there. (Luisa)

Generativity is motherhood. Motherhood is life: it’s not just about the woman’s body, but a much broader
concept, it’s putting something into the world that passes through you; once you deliver a child into the
world it is no longer yours. (Lucia)

I saw her and it was neither her dad nor me, it was just another new and unique person, a new experience.
For me, motherhood is this: freeing something that goes outside and must remain outside. [...]. So
generativity and motherhood are synonymous except that in motherhood there is a living being. (Adriana)

Discussion

This study explored how midlife women perceived, experienced and expressed their creativity,
and how their creative self has evolved over the course of their lives. In the subjective experience
that surfaced from the narrative of the interviewed women, a renewed creative energy came to
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light. Many of them recently invested in new activities and took on new personal, artistic, and
professional challenges. These results contribute to the literature regarding the self-perception of
midlife women and expands the understanding of their creative and generative potential.
Furthermore, the insights provided can help to value and empower midlife women’s personal
growth potential in professional, educational, artistic, and social contexts. From the content ana-
lysis of the interviews, three overarching themes were identified, Personal Growth, Relationship
with Others, and Creative Self and divided into 11 sub-themes.

The study revealed that, at this stage of life, there is an increased focus on inner experience
and psychological and physical needs, supporting various paths of personal and professional
growth. Actions have been undertaken by the participants to balance their work-life equilibrium,
resulting in dedicating time to newly born or old passions that they had not been able to express
earlier in their life.

The professional dimension held particular significance in the narratives, as all the women
reported recently creating personalized opportunities that enabled them to more effectively show-
case their talents in the workplace. For some interviewees, this entailed a complete career shift,
either significantly altering their professional trajectories or embarking on entirely new ones. For
others, it involved advocating for their needs within their organizations, such as securing greater
flexibility in work hours or locations. Among women working in highly competitive environ-
ments, some have felt undervalued in recent years, which have led them to seek new professional
opportunities and reinvent themselves in different contexts. It has also emerged the awareness of
the age difference with younger colleagues and the importance of asserting their seniority and
expertise. These findings resonated with the various studies that have highlighted how midlife
women’s growth potential and openness to change are often not recognized by the leadership,
resulting in the underutilization of their expertise, and leading to limited access to professional
training opportunities (Ryan & Gatrell, 2024; Vickerstaft & Van Der Horst, 2022).

The relationship with the body is one of the factors that has undergone a process of positive
transformation. In fact, the results highlighted greater acceptance of the body and increased sensi-
tivity to its needs and the signals it conveys. There is an increased focus on well-being through
specific dietary regimes, physical activity, and connection with nature. These aspects resonated
with evidence that attributed to midlife women a renewed focus on body care, not in terms of
aesthetics or appearance, but rather for the pleasure of living their body and in favour of a
healthy aging (Ben Dori & Kemp, 2020; Oude Hengel et al., 2023). Body acceptance has been
identified as one of the key aspects of the psychophysical experience of aging and focusing on the
functionality and health of the body can promote greater self-acceptance and gratitude for life
(Hofmeier et al., 2017).

The role of others’ judgment and the need to reassess its influence during middle adulthood
have been highlighted by several studies (Ben Dori & Kemp, 2020; Dolberg & Ayalon, 2018;
Hofmeier et al., 2017; Ruegemer & Dziengel, 2022) and this held true for all the interviewees.
Indeed, all participants reported having experienced the influence of others’ gaze and judgment
in the past and having suffered because of it. While some interviewees claimed to have become
immune to the fear of judgment in recent years, others explained that it remains an ongoing pro-
cess of emancipation. Most of the interviewees acknowledged the role played by the parenting
style with which they were raised and the important to better listening to their own emotions to
break free from it.

Self-transcendence represented another recent development in their life and was described as
an interest in realms beyond the self, whether it be the universe, spirituality, the language of sym-
bols, or the idea of living multiple lives. Reischer et al. (2021), suggested self-transcendence to be
an important asset that, at this stage of life, makes individuals more inclined to accept past expe-
riences, feel interconnected with others, and realize their full potential. Indeed, the interviewees
who recounted dramatic events in their life journey demonstrated an interest in self-
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transcendence and a remarkable capacity for acceptance, incorporating these events into a narra-
tive of positive transformation and maintaining a sense of trust in the future. The literature has
identified optimism and spirituality among the key factors of resilience that can positively influ-
ence the experience of midlife transition (Siiss & Ehlert, 2020). It is interesting to note how, after
significant events such as divorce, illness, the pandemic, or a major relocation, women’s stories
revealed a theme of renaissance. This was expressed through images such as: an emergence into
the real adulthood, rediscovering one’s inner child as an inspiring muse, or relearning to live in a
changed body, proud of every scar.

The importance of relationships emerged at various points of the narratives, as an overarching
theme and an essential element of women’s lives. At different times, the interviewees described
their current life phase through the evolution of their relationships with friends, children, and
colleagues.

Friendship, especially with other women, have gained increasing importance over the course of
life, and a growing need to prioritize the quality of time spent with them was expressed. The
awareness of the limitedness of life span, gained through experiences of illness and loss, led some
interviewees to greater assertiveness and selectivity in their relationships, focusing on their
authentic presence alongside those they truly care about. In particular, long-term friendships fulfil
important developmental needs in midlife women’s life by supporting the consolidation and real-
ization of the self (Piotrowski, 2018).

A renewed relationship with growing children and a new perspective on parenthood also
emerged as part of a process of self-redefinition. Children were perceived as individuals they had
brought into the world and now observe from a distance, as if through a window, as new partici-
pants in their network of adult relationships, and as a means to revisit the intense emotions of
adolescence. This is a particularly relevant aspect of self-narrative because the way motherhood is
experienced influences one’s self-identification and self-esteem, and could serve as a valuable
resource for successful aging (Blachnio & Kurys-Szyncel, 2022).

Workplace relationships have often been described as a means of expressing creativity through
the formation of strategic connections, as well as empowering and nurturing talents. In fact, the
link between relationships and creativity emerges very clearly in the section of the interview dedi-
cated to the creative self.

The creative self was linked by all women to a form of relational creativity, along with other
types of creativity such as lateral thinking, imagination or improvisation. This was described as
listening, valuing others, and facilitating connections. It was also described as the ability to
improvise, to recognize positive relational dynamics, for example in a work group, and to encour-
age them. This supports the evidence suggesting that midlife women compared to men tend to
have stronger dyadic relationship capacities, which could enhance their coaching abilities, particu-
larly in professional settings (Muschalla, 2025). It is interesting to note that those who described
themselves only having relational creativity hesitated to respond when asked about their creative
self, and some of them initially doubted whether they had one. This might be because relational
creativity, that serves others, is less evident and socially acknowledged than artistic creativity
(Cattani et al.,, 2015).

Several women described creativity as a form of generosity, that is, creating something and let-
ting it go, as well as engaging in free and selfless productivity. This perspective connects to the
concept of generativity, understood as care for others and the new generations (Erikson &
Erikson, 1981). Several respondents, both with and without children, described creativity using
the recurring image of bringing forth something that comes from within; new ventures, like a
poem, a project, or a plant, were described as creatures that they gifted to the world. Several of
the interviewees described their creative selves offered remarkably similar interpretations inspired
by one of the Dixit cards (no. 19): creativity as something released into the sky, traveling freely
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and potentially taking root; a part of oneself shared with the world; and something that doesn’t
belong to us but instead lives in others and in relationships.

When describing their creative self, many women showed a great sense of playfulness and self-
irony, as if they were connected to a freer and more childlike part of themselves. It has been
suggested that playfulness may have a significant part in cognitive functioning and emotional
development, both of which are essential elements of healthy aging (Dillon et al., 2022; Waldman
Levi et al,, 2015). It is interesting to observe how this light-heartedness seemed more pronounced
in the four women who had radically changed their professional paths, reinventing themselves.

The creative self was spontaneously linked throughout the interviews, to the idea of mother-
hood and to what Erikson described as generativity. The terms “generativity” and “motherhood”
were then semantically explored allowing for the identification of new nuances in relation to the
definitions found in the literature, of how they are interconnected, and of how they connect to
creativity. All the interviewees spontaneously associated generativity with motherhood, but in
describing the relationship between the two concepts, they could be divided into two groups:
those who saw generativity and motherhood as distinctly separate and often in opposition, and
those who view them as closely connected, if not overlapping. In the first group, generativity is
interpreted as openness and creative freedom, in contrast to motherhood, which is perceived as
more visceral and binding, coloured by fears and the inseparability of the bond. This more con-
strictive idea of motherhood is often linked to both one’s experience as a mother and the experi-
ence with one’s own mother. In the second group a generative imagery of motherhood has
emerged, echoing with the construct of parental generativity (Bakiera, 2018). Motherhood was
described as bringing forth into the world, accepting what is and what will be, and allowing
things to happen, a definition that nearly overlaps with the one previously provided by several
interviewees regarding creativity. This analysis suggests the presence of a generative process
among midlife women, where the concepts of creativity and motherhood are profoundly inter-
twined. It would be interesting to explore the autobiographical, socio-demographic, and cultural
factors that influence the perception of creativity, generativity, and motherhood. Finally, further
research into how the three concepts interweave with each other could provide a deeper under-
standing of the transformation processes behind women’s midlife development.

Limitations

Our study has some limitations that need to be mentioned. First, these pertain to the sample size
and selection. The small number of participants does not allow for the generalizability of the
findings, making them specific to the studied group and less applicable to other populations or
contexts. In addition, most participants had medium to high levels of education and stable
employment, which may have influenced their perceptions of potentially complex life transitions.
The use of a convenience sample consisting solely of women from Northern Italy may introduce
cultural or geographic bias, excluding perspectives from women in other regions or sociocultural
contexts. Furthermore, the absence of comparisons with other age groups, men, or women from
the different areas limits the understanding of the specific dynamics related to the studied con-
text. Another limitation concerns the potential influence of the interviewer, who may have
impacted the data collection during the interviews through language, tone, or implicit expecta-
tions, potentially introducing bias into the data. Finally, the focus on specific themes, such as cre-
ativity and generativity, has inevitably excluded other relevant aspects of midlife. Depending on
the length and depth of the interviews, certain dimensions of the participants’ experiences may
not have been explored comprehensively. However, as this is an exploratory study, the prelimin-
ary findings presented here raise further questions and research hypotheses to be investigated in
future projects.
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Conclusions

Midlife women might benefit of a newfound, more liberated, and conscious creative energy. This
energy manifested across various aspects of personal and professional life, such as openness to
change, a willingness to pursue personal projects regardless of external judgment, and relational
talent. Future research could delve deeper into the psychosocial factors that either facilitate or
hinder the flourishing of midlife women’s creative self. Finally, Dixit cards proved to be a valu-
able tool to reflect on their emotions and thoughts, even on complex personal topics, and
uncover deeper and more creative connections within their narrative. Further studies could assess
the effectiveness of this tool in better understanding life transformations while serving as a basis
for life-coaching and psychotherapy interventions. Overall, the investigation of midlife women’s
creative potential could provide insights for their better support within the health system.
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