
In 1990, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi published “Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience,” an influential work 
that advanced Maslow’s points of view on transcendence and happiness. In revisiting his seminal work in a 
“modern classic” edition published twenty-five years following the original, Csikszentmihalyi writes that 
happiness isn’t a byproduct of power, money, influence or luck, but rather a state of being that can be achieved “by 
being fully involved with every detail of our lives, whether good or bad.1” From our perspective, emerging leaders 
cannot expect to achieve consistent flow states without first identifying and embracing their superpower.  

Csikszentmihalyi explains that his interest in understanding how artists, athletes, chess masters and surgeons felt 
when they most enjoyed themselves inspired his exploration of flow, which he describes as “the state in which 
people are so involved in an activity that nothing else seems to matter; the experience itself is so enjoyable that 
people will do it even at great cost, for the sheer sake of doing it.” The ‘time standing still’ description of flow is 
consistent with Abraham Maslow’s description2 of the peak experience state. However, where peak experiences 
might be expected in infrequent and unplanned bursts, flow states can be the result of consistent, workmanlike 
efforts: 

The best moments usually occur when a person’s body or mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish 
something difficult and worthwhile. Optimal experience is thus something we make happen.3 

Leading a life where you’re often engaged in activities that are so thrilling that days are passing as if they were 
minutes and your flow can only be interrupted by the peak experience moments that totally overwhelm you with 
their profundity sounds amazing! Who wouldn’t want this life? 

For the rational thinkers and thoughtful skeptics among our emerging leaders, a life of frequent peak experience 
moments and endless flow states probably sounds like a fairy tale. When you picture a professional who’s found 
their superpower and who's learned how to tap into continual flow states, you think of Serena Williams and Kevin 
Durant. You think of Rick Rubin and JAY Z. You think of Barry Jenkins and Steven Soderbergh. 

When you hear superpower and flow, you think of legends in their fields, modern day super heroes. What chance 
do you have of emulating their success? This skepticism is understandable. You’d be excused for believing that 
engaging in frequent states of flow after embracing your superpower is impossible to achieve in professions that 
are more pedestrian than professional sports, music and film. Thankfully, this isn’t true. Every leader is capable 
of identifying and embracing their superpower and achieving frequent moments of flow. Your success will 
be defined by control; your ability to strengthen your control over your actions and loosen your control over your 
emotions.
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2. “The person in the peak-experiences may feel a day passing as if it were minutes or also a minute so intensely lived that it might feel like a 

day or a year or an eternity even. He may also lose his consciousness of being located in a particular place.” 
“Religions, Values, and Peak-Experiences” 1964 (A. H. Maslow) 
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