
In “Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience,” Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi outlined how individuals 
engaged in the “optimal experience” of a flow state feel “strong, alert, in effortless control, 
unselfconscious, and at the peak of their abilities.” His research also identified the following six 
characteristics to be defining of the state of flow: 

A. Intense and focused concentration on the present moment 
B. Merging of action and awareness 
C. A loss of reflective self-consciousness (i.e., loss of awareness of oneself as a social actor) 
D. A sense that one can control one’s actions; that is, a sense that one can in principle deal with the 

situation because one knows how to respond to whatever happens next 
E. Distortion of temporal experience (typically, a sense that time has passed faster than normal) 
F. Experience of the activity as intrinsically rewarding, such that often the end goal is just an excuse for 

the process 

Here’s a twenty-minute exercise that might help you recognize when you’ve experienced moments of 
flow. All you’ll need to complete this exercise is your journal, a pen and a timer.  

1. Spend two minutes reflecting on a recent activity when you were so immersed in a challenging and 
enjoyable task that you lost your sense of time. It could be a personal or professional activity. 

2. Once you’ve identified that activity, spend five minutes writing continuously about that experience. 
What you were doing, who you were with, how it made you feel. 

3. After five minutes of writing, take a break to reflect on a different activity that engaged you so deeply 
that you lost track of time. Maybe it’s a more distant memory. 

4. Once you’ve identified this second activity, spend five minutes writing continuously about this 
experience. 

5. After you’ve finished writing for five minutes, compare the two activities that you’ve identified. Are 
there noticeable similarities in the activities? Did they involve similar tasks? Similar collaboration methods? Similar 
degrees of autonomy? Similar beneficiaries of your activity?  

These reflections should help you recognize the activities and environments that might catalyze your 
personal flow state.
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