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J. David Creswell
Award for Distinguished Scientific Early
Career Contributions to Psychology
Citation

“For outstanding and innovative research on mechanisms
linking stress management strategies to disease. J. David
Creswell’s work integrates neuroimaging, endocrinological, immunological, and behavioral methods to understand
basic processes of stress regulation. Guided by his training
in health psychology and health neuroscience, he has used
experimental methods to uncover fundamental mechanisms
involved in coping and stress resilience. His research examines neural mechanisms that underlie the link between
active stress regulation and adaptation, with special emphases on the roles of mindful awareness, self-affirmation,
cognitive reappraisal, and rewards as stress management
strategies.”
Biography

J. David Creswell was born on July 5, 1977, in Stillwater,
Oklahoma, amidst a post–Independence Day haze of fireworks and apple pie. His parents John and Karen moved to
Lincoln, Nebraska, when Creswell was one year old, and
his only sibling Johanna was born two years later. Many
might be surprised to learn that it was not Creswell’s Dad
(a world-renowned research methodologist in the social
sciences) who initiated most of the scientific conversations
at home. Rather, it was more often Creswell’s mother—a
clinical dietitian and avid reader across all scientific disciMonth 2014 ● American Psychologist
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plines—who engaged the kids in scientific thinking. Creswell can recall many mealtime conversations with his
Mom about the latest scientific findings (ranging from
molecular biology to sociology), and to this day he still
remembers the details of her graduate school food science
experiments.
It was in his senior year of high school that Creswell first
became interested in psychology. Through classes in world
religion and psychology (both taught by a sharp, young
teacher, Mr. Mac), he learned both how scientific methods
could be used to understand human behavior and how
meditation could transform the human experience. Creswell
found the practice of meditation especially fascinating and
puzzling— how could this simple psychological practice of
paying attention to the present moment translate into improvements in physical health and well-being? This curiosity led him to conduct his first scientific experiment for his
high school psychology course, which consisted of using a
finger pulse monitor (purchased at Walgreens) to measure
the heart rate of a local Zen meditator as he practiced
meditation. When the data indicated that the meditator’s
heart rate slowed by only 15 beats per minute, Creswell was
devastated because he had grandly assumed meditation
would almost stop the heart entirely. Thankfully, his Dad,
as he has done many times in Creswell’s career, stepped in
to help him think about how to interpret and report these
new findings.
Creswell spent his undergraduate years at Colorado College in Colorado Springs. Colorado College was the summer camp experience Creswell had always dreamed about:
He could take thought-provoking classes with excellent
faculty, play collegiate tennis, and ski during weekends and
block breaks. Creswell was certain at this time of his life
that he wanted to become a sport psychologist, so during his
junior year he found his way into a two-year position as an
assistant coach and resident advisor with the U.S. Short
Track Speedskating Team at the nearby Olympic Training
Center. The job was perhaps his first real laboratory, as it
gave him the opportunity to test out mental training techniques with the team, with real-world performance consequences! Creswell remains grateful that head coach Patrick
Wentland and skater Apolo Ohno allowed him to experiment on the things they held most dear (i.e., the coach’s
team and the skater’s psyche).
After college graduation, Creswell had the good fortune
of spending a year learning rigorous qualitative data collection and analysis skills in Mike Csikszentmihalyi’s lab in
Claremont, California. Csikszentmihalyi had pioneered
new theory and research on the psychology of optimal
experience (“flow”), and Creswell learned a great deal from
the many brilliant people in his lab. During this time,
Creswell moonlighted in Tara Scanlan’s sport psychology
lab at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA)
and was soon admitted to the UCLA doctoral program in
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social psychology. The first two years in the PhD program
were difficult; Creswell struggled with finding his academic
research identity, and he felt like a black sheep in the program. This was a time when failure offered valuable life
lessons, pushing Creswell to explore his self and identity with
meditation retreats and psychotherapy. Two UCLA faculty
members stepped in to provide compassion, advice, and
opportunities during this difficult time. Traci Mann took
Creswell under her wings and showed him how to conduct
rigorous experimental studies of attention and self-regulation,
with a healthy dose of good humor. Hector Myers gave him
the opportunity to work on a meditation review paper and
provided some excellent guidance on how to rigorously study
mindfulness meditation training. Myers also reassured Creswell that he could land a faculty job with a meditation
research portfolio (he was right!). Shelley Taylor and David
Sherman were also wonderful mentors at this time. Under
their collective guidance, Creswell’s research took off. He
developed new studies of self-affirmation processes, stress,
and health, and he received a National Research Service
Award from the National Institutes of Health. Creswell collaborated with just about every health psychology faculty
member at UCLA (including health psychology affiliate
members in psychiatry) during his graduate school years.
Shelley Taylor had a particularly formative influence on
Creswell’s thinking and scientific approach—she taught him
how to write a persuasive scientific paper, and her weekly lab
meetings always generated bold new interdisciplinary hypotheses. Creswell credits most of his career success to these
mentors and to the many wonderful collaborators and undergraduate students he worked with at UCLA.
In his fourth year of graduate school, Creswell had the
pleasure of writing a grant with Myers to conduct a randomized controlled trial of mindfulness meditation training in
stressed HIV ⫹ community adults. The grant was funded,
and Creswell spent two years sprinting around HIV/AIDS
clinics in Los Angeles coordinating a research team and
collecting data for what would ultimately become his dissertation project. Toward the end of graduate school, Creswell
had the good fortune of attending a positive psychology
conference, where he met a bright postdoctoral fellow from
the University of Rochester, Kirk Brown. Brown was a
like-minded social psychologist interested in mindfulness
processes. They immediately hit it off and began writing
theoretical and empirical papers on mindfulness that same
year. (Creswell continues to collaborate with Brown on interesting studies of mindfulness, stress, and health.).
As Creswell was completing his dissertation research, he
went on the academic job market; he landed exactly one job
interview, at Carnegie Mellon University, and exactly one
(dream) job offer. He deferred this job for a year so that he
could obtain additional postdoctoral training in psychoneuroimmunology and functional neuroimaging with Michael
Irwin and Matt Lieberman at the UCLA School of Medicine.
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Irwin and Lieberman not only helped Creswell learn the nuts
and bolts of these fields, but they helped him land funding to
conduct the first neuroimaging study of mindfulness meditation training in older adults (an amazing postdoctoral project).
Creswell’s faculty life began with a bang. Three days after
moving to Pittsburgh, he met a beautiful, smart, and funny
University of Pittsburgh graduate student named Kasey Griffin. She enriched Creswell’s life in every imaginable way,
and he asked her to marry him a year and a half later.
Creswell says their six years together have been the best of
his life, and he assures everyone who thinks about moving to
Pittsburgh that the Pittsburgh dating scene is awesome. Over
the past six years, Creswell has deeply enjoyed building new
relationships with the world-class psychology faculty at Carnegie Mellon University— especially his social and health
psychology group, who enhance every aspect of his research.
He is particularly grateful to Sheldon Cohen, Michael
Scheier, Vicki Helgeson, Brooke Feeney, and Chante CoxBoyd for their support and feedback. In addition to Carnegie
Mellon faculty, Creswell has had the pleasure of working
with many other talented health psychologists in Pittsburgh.
Although there are too many names to mention, he would like
to especially thank Pete Gianaros for his collaboration, wisdom, and friendship. Creswell believes the best part of his
job, though, is working with his many talented graduate and
undergraduate students, who are a major source of pride for
him.
At Carnegie Mellon University, Creswell has built a research program focused on understanding what makes people
resilient under stress. His experimental approach consists of
using neuroimaging and health psychology methods to explore how a broad range of factors (mindfulness meditation,
self-affirmation, rewards, cognitive reappraisal, rumination)
affect stress regulation and resilience in healthy and at-risk
stressed patient populations. When looking back over his
early career experiences, Creswell concedes that, now almost
20 years after his first high school experiment, he is still
strapping meditators to physiological monitors in his studies.
He’s going to need at least another 20 years to figure out how
it works, so stay tuned.
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