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This week’s installment of the Notre Dame Research Winter Session Intrinsic Motivation 
Series asks: What is flow and how can I enter the “state of flow?” 

We’ll get around to these questions, I promise. But first I want to ask you a different 
question.  

What makes you feel happy? Answer this just for yourself. I’ll wait…  

OK, so as you might have guessed…that was kind of a “trick question” for lack of a better 
phrase. 

Of course, “happy” can mean many different things at many different times to even just 
one person.  Are you “happy” when you’re drinking your first cup of coffee in the morning? 
Probably. Are you happy when you reunite with your college-age or adult kids or your 
parents, siblings, cousin or an old friend after a long time apart? Absolutely. Are you 
happy at the end of the day when you can check 10 nagging things off your to-do list? Or 
maybe even just one! For sure. But none of these things gets at what Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi (Me-high Chick-sent-me-high), one of the founders of the discipline 
known as positive psychology, believes is the secret to happiness. For Csikszentmihalyi, 
the key is flow.  

Colloquially, the state of flow is like being “in the zone;” a mental state in which one is so 
focused on an activity that time—and even one’s sense of self--seem to melt away. One 
is totally absorbed in the activity, undisturbed by self-consciousness; one is performing at 
an optimal level and experiencing an energizing kind of enjoyment. Very different from 
the pleasure we get, say, from eating a piece of pizza or cheesecake. If you are in a state 
of flow, you’re not thinking about your empty stomach or the florescent lights buzzing 
overhead or scheduling your next dentist appointment in the figurative “back of your 
mind.”  

Csikszentmihalyi (Chick-sent-me-high) didn’t develop the concept of flow while 
researching organizational effectiveness or trying to figure out how to increase workers’ 
intrinsic motivation. He was trying to come to terms with a much more universal question: 
What contributes to a good and happy life that is worth living?  

This question was far from theoretical for Csikszentmihalyi. He was just 7 years old at the 
start of World War 2. Afterward he witnessed the adults all around him suffer the effects 
of trauma having lost their jobs, their homes, their security, and more in the war. 
Csikszentmihalyi explains that as a teenager he studied philosophy, art, and religion to 
try to understand how to live a “normal, contented, happy life.” Then, one serendipitous 
day, he attended a talk by Carl Jung (Yes, the Carl Jung, the Swiss psychiatrist slash 
psychoanalyst who in essence invented analytical psychology and developed so many 
important concepts that now we use in our everyday language like persona and 
introvert/extrovert, and so much more). Anyway, Csikszentmihalyi went on to study 



psychology in the United States and developed research tools for defining and measuring 
flow.  

By studying flow over decades and in many different populations, Csikszentmihalyi 
created a modeling tool that can predict one’s mental state during an activity by comparing 
how one perceives the challenge level of that activity against how one perceives their skill 
level to accomplish the task before them. If a task is too challenging in comparison to a 
person’s skill level, the person will experience anxiety. If a task’s challenge level is too 
low, the person will likely experience apathy or bordem and all motivation goes out the 
window. 

But when challenge and skill are balanced just right, a person can enter into a state of 
flow. These are the activities that Daniel Pink calls “goldilocks tasks” that are “just right,” 
usually a “notch or two” above an individual’s current skill level. These are important for 
Pink because they feed mastery—the desired to get better and better at something that 
matters. Making progress is essential for intrinsic motivation.  

According to Csikszentmihalyi’s model, when we are learning something new, we are in 
a state of “arousal.” That is, the challenge is a little above our skill level and requires a lot 
of hard work, a lot of stamina, and a lot of concentration and mental energy.  

One of the most helpful ways to use this model is as a guide or tool to assess your 
emotional state at work. It may help you recognize when you need to increase your skills 
like if you’re paralyzed with worry or anxiety about a project, or, when you need to take 
on a riskier, more challenging project like if you’re feeling bored or relaxed about your 
work.   

So how can you enter a “state of flow?” Checklists for entering into a state of flow at work 
abound on the internet, but let me give you a round-up of some of the best advice based 
on Csikszentmihalyi’s work. A reminder: I’m not trying to make you into a more efficient 
workplace robot bursting with productivity; rather, I share these tips to give you a chance 
to feel more engaged and accomplished in your work.  

First, the hard parts:  

1) Choose a task that’s not too hard such that you will become frustrated or anxious… 
but it can’t be too easy either (boring!). 

2) Have a clear goal or result you want to purse. To stay in a state of flow, your activity 
needs to become automatic in the sense that you are certain of your next step at 
every turn and you can use your skills to pivot seamlessly if you run into issues.  

Then here are the easier or more straightforward parts:  

3) Eliminate external distractions: Find a quiet space; clear your desk from visual 
clutter; use noise-canceling headphones; post a sign that you do not want to be 
interrupted. Turn off email or phone notifications.  

4) Try to preemptively eliminate internal distractions: Work during your most mentally 
alert time of the day; drink some coffee or other caffeinated beverage if you can 
tolerate it—but no more than 200mg; give your body a fighting chance to not get 



hungry or thirsty, by staying hydrated and eating something that will not send your 
blood sugar on a roller coaster ride. 

5) Set the right conditions: Have enough time available; most people say it takes at 
least 15 minutes to get into a state of flow. Create a ritual around your attempt to 
get into a state of flow like saying a specific mantra or prayer each time or taking 
a few deep breaths. Try playing background music that is familiar and that you can 
stand on repeat for an hour or two). 
 
Then go with the flow…  

Finally, repeat these steps each time you want to get into a state of flow. Most likely flow 
won’t happen spontaneously or accidentally. It takes effort. But with intentional practice, 
Csikszentmihalyi believes all of us can increase the amount of time we spend in the state 
of flow in our daily lives and feel more purposeful and more  happy overall.  

He says…  

The best moments in our lives are not the passive, receptive, relaxing times… The best 
moments usually occur if a person’s body or mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary 
effort to accomplish something difficult and worthwhile. 

Thanks for watching! Next week we’ll share some of your videos and poll feedback, so 
stay tuned for the conclusion of our Notre Dame Research Winter Session Intrinsic 
Motivation Series. 


