
The state of being ‘in flow’ - as described by Mihaly Csiksgentmihalyi’s many interview subjects - is “the subjective experience 
of engaging just-manageable challenges by tackling a series of goals, continuously processing feedback about progress, and 
adjusting action based on this feedback.” When immersed in this optimal experience of flow, “experience seamlessly unfolds 
from moment to moment, and one enters a subjective state.” 

Csiksgentmihalyi further describes optimal experiences as the “times when, instead of being buffeted by anonymous forces, 
we do feel in control of our actions, masters of our own fate.” When we’re in flow and engaged in these optimal experiences, 
“we feel a sense of exhilaration, a deep sense of enjoyment that is long cherished.” 

Csikszentmihalyi’s research on optimal experiences and flow extended to people all around the world, from “old women from 
Korea” and “farmers in the Italian Alps” to “workers on the assembly line in Chicago.” The results from these studies showed 
him that optimal experiences “were described in the same way by men and women, by young people and old, regardless of 
cultural differences.” Optimal experiences and flow were not defined by heritage, profession, ease of execution or leave of 
remuneration, but by control.  

Where flow is concerned, ‘good’ is controlling the content of your life - engaging in personally meaningful activities that 
challenge and consume you. Here’s an exercise that you can follow to better understand whether you are in or out of control 
over your state. 

1. For the next few days, track the activities (e.g. meetings, group work, solo work) in which you engage during “work 
hours,” paying close attention to: 
• The degree of control you have over your participation in the activity. 
• The degree of control you have over the way in which you participate in the activity.  

2. For every working hour, give yourself two control scores: 
• An “A” score from 0 to 4, with 0 being that you have no control over whether you participate in that hour’s activity 

and 4 being that you have total control over whether you participate or not. 
• A “B” score from 0 to 4, with 0 being that you have no control over how you participate in that hour’s activity and 4 

being that you have total control over how you participate in it. 
3. At the end of the work day, map out your control scores as follows: 

• 9: A0, B3 
• 10: A1, B0 
• 11: A2, B2 
• 12: A4, B4  

4. Tally up your scores by control type (A18, B7) and combined activity total (25). 

You can use this exercise to build an awareness of your degree of control. The higher the numbers, the closer you are to 
achieving a flow state.

Control Scoring Exercise
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