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tieth century than these people? People after the same self-discipline as
yourself, following the deeper commitment. . . . A bond like that with

other people is in itself an ecstasy.”

A self that is only differentiated—not integrated—may attain
great individual accomplishments, but risks being mired in self-centered
egotism. By the same token, a person whose self is based exclusively on
integration will be connected and secure, but lack autonomous individu-
ality. Only when a person invests equal amounts of psychic energy in
these two processes and avoids both selfishness and conformity is the
self likely to reflect complexity.

The self becomes complex as a result of experiencing flow. Para-
doxically, it is when we act freely, for the sake of the action itself rather
than for ulterior motives, that we learn to become more than what we

were. When we choose a goal and invest ourselves in it to the limits of

our concentration, whatever we do will be enjoyable. And once we have
tasted this joy, we will redouble our efforts to taste it again. This is the
way the self grows. It is the way Rico was able to draw so much out of
his ostensibly boring job on the assembly line, or R. from his poetry. It
is the way E. overcame her disease to become an influential scholar and
a powerful executive. Flow is important both because it makes the
present instant more enjoyable, and because it builds the self-confidence
that allows us to develop skills and make significant contributions to
humankind.

The rest of this volume will explore more thoroughly what we
know about optimal experiences: how they feel and under what condi-
tions they occur. Even though there is no easy shortcut to flow, it is
possible, if one understands how it works, to transform life—to create
more harmony in it and to liberate the psychic energy that otherwise
would be wasted in boredom or worry.

ENJOYMENT AND
THE QUALITY OF LIFE

THERE ARE TWO MAIN STRATEGIES we can adopt to improve the quality
of life. The first is to try making external conditions match our goals.
The second is to change how we experience external conditions to make
them fit our goals better. For instance, feeling secure is an important
component of happiness. The sense of security can be improved by
buying a gun, installing strong locks on the front door, moving to a safer
neighborhood, exerting political pressure on city hall for more police
protection, or helping the community to become more conscious of the
importance of civil order. All these different responses are aimed at
bringing conditions in the environment more in line with our goals. The
other method by which we can feel more secure involves modifying what
we mean by security. If one does not expect perfect safety, recognizes
that risks are inevitable, and succeeds in enjoying a less than ideally
predictable world, the threat of insecurity will not have as great a chance
of marring happiness.

Neither of these strategies is effective when used alone. Changing
external conditions might seem to work at first, but if a person is not
in control of his consciousness, the old fears or desires will soon return,
reviving previous anxieties. One cannot create a complete sense of inner
security even by buying one’s own Caribbean island and surrounding
it with armed bodyguards and attack dogs.

The myth of King Midas well illustrates the point that controlling
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external conditions does not necessarily improve existence. Like most
people, King Midas supposed that if he were to become immensely rich,
his happiness would be assured. So he made a pact with the gods, who
after much haggling granted his wish that everything he touched would
turn into gold. King Midas thought he had made an absolutely first-rate
deal. Nothing was to prevent him now from becoming the richest, and
therefore the happiest, man in the world. But we know how the story
ends: Midas soon came to regret his bargain because the food in his
mouth and the wine on his palate turned to gold before he could swallow
them, and so he died surrounded by golden plates and golden cups.

The old fable continues to echo down the centuries. The waiting
rooms of psychiatrists are filled with rich and successful patients who,
in their forties or fifties, suddenly wake up to the fact that a plush
suburban home, expensive cars, and even an Ivy League education are
not enough to bring peace of mind. Yet people keep hoping that chang-
ing the external conditions of their lives will provide a solution. If only
they could earn more money, be in better physical shape, or have a more
understanding partner, they would really have it made. Even though we
recognize that material success may not bring happiness, we engage in
an endless struggle to reach external goals, expecting that they will
improve life.

Wealth, status, and power have become in our culture all too
powerful symbols of happiness. When we see people who are rich, fa-
mous, or good-looking, we tend to assume that their lives are rewarding,
even though all the evidence might point to their being miserable. And
we assume that if only we could acquire some of those same symbols,
we would be much happier.

If we do actually succeed in becoming richer, or more powerful,
we believe, at least for a time, that life as a whole has improved. But
symbols can be deceptive: they have a tendency to distract from the
reality they are supposed to represent. And the reality is that the quality
of life does not depend directly on what others think of us or on what
we own. The bottom line is, rather, how we feel about ourselves and
about what happens to us. To improve life one must improve the quality
of experience.

This is not to say that money, physical fitness, or fame are irrele-
vant to happiness. They can be genuine blessings, but only if they help
to make us feel better. Otherwise they are at best neutral, at worst
obstacles to a rewarding life. Research on happiness and life satisfaction
suggests that in general there is a mild correlation between wealth and
well-being. People in economically more affluent countries (including the
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United States) tend to rate themselves as being on the whole more
happy than people in less affluent countries. Ed Diener, a researcher
from the University of Illinois, found that very wealthy persons report
being happy on the average 77 percent of the time, while persons of
average wealth say they are happy only 62 percent of the time. This
difference, while statistically significant, is not very large, especially con-
sidering that the “very wealthy”’ group was selected from a list of the four
hundred richest Americans. It is also interesting to note that not one
respondent in Diener’s study believed that money by itself guaranteed
happiness. The majority agreed with the statement, “Money can in-
crease or decrease happiness, depending on how it is used.” In an earlier
study, Norman Bradburn found that the highest-income group reported
being happy about 25 percent more often than the lowest. Again, the
difference was present, but it was not very large. In a comprehensive
survey entitled The Quality of American Life published a decade ago, the
authors report that a person’s financial situation is one of the least
important factors affecting overall satisfaction with life.

Given these observations, instead of worrying about how to make
a million dollars or how to win friends and influence people, it seems
more beneficial to find out how everyday life can be made more harmo-
nious and more satisfying, and thus achieve by a direct route what
cannot be reached through the pursuit of symbolic goals.

PLEASURE AND ENJOYMENT

When considering the kind of experience that makes life better, most
people first think that happiness consists in experiencing pleasure: good
food, good sex, all the comforts that money can buy. We imagine the
satisfaction of traveling to exotic places or being surrounded by interest-
ing company and expensive gadgets. If we cannot afford those goals that
slick commercials and colorful ads keep reminding us to pursue, then
we are happy to settle for a quiet evening in front of the television set
with a glass of liquor close by.

Pleasure is a feeling of contentment that one achieves whenever
information in consciousness says that expectations set by biological
programs or by social conditioning have been met. The taste of food
when we are hungry is pleasant because it reduces a physiological imbal-
ance. Resting in the evening while passively absorbing information from
the media, with alcohol or drugs to dull the mind overexcited by the
demands of work, is pleasantly relaxing. Traveling to Acapulco is pleas-
ant because the stimulating novelty restores our palate jaded by the




46 = FLOW

repetitive routines of everyday life, and because we know that this is how
the “beautiful people” also spend their time.

Pleasure is an important component of the quality of life, vcn.g
itself it does not bring happiness. Sleep, rest, food, and sex provide
restorative homeostatic experiences that return consciousness to order
after the needs of the body intrude and cause psychic entropy to occur.
But they do not produce psychological growth. They do :.9 add com-
plexity to the self. Pleasure helps to maintain order, but by itself cannot
create new order in consciousness.

When people ponder further about what makes nrm:.:»\mm reward-
ing, they tend to move beyond pleasant memories and begin to remem-
ber other events, other experiences that overlap with pleasurable ones
but fall into a category that deserves a separate name: enjoyment. Enjoy-
able events occur when a person has not only met some prior expecta-
tion or satisfied a need or a desire but also gone beyond what he or she
has been programmed to do and achieved something unexpected, per-
haps something even unimagined before.

Enjoyment is characterized by this forward movement: by a sense
of novelty, of accomplishment. Playing a close game of tennis that
stretches one’s ability is enjoyable, as is reading a book that reveals
things in a new light, as is having a conversation that leads us to express
ideas we didn’t know we had. Closing a contested business deal, or any
piece of work well done, is enjoyable. None of these experiences may be
particularly pleasurable at the time they are taking place, but mm.nmnéma
we think back on them and say, “That really was fun” and wish they
would happen again. After an enjoyable event we know that we have
changed, that our self has grown: in some respect, we have become more
complex as a result of it. :

Experiences that give pleasure can also give enjoyment, but the
two sensations are quite different. For instance, everybody takes v_mmm.cnm
in eating. To enjoy food, however, is more difficult. A gourmet enjoys
eating, as does anyone who pays enough attention to a Bo.m_ 5o as to
discriminate the various sensations provided by it. As this mxmBUW
suggests, we can experience pleasure without any investment of v.&ar_n
energy, whereas enjoyment happens only as a result of unusual invest-
ments of attention. A person can feel pleasure without any effort, if the
appropriate centers in his brain are electrically maBEwnm.or or as a mnmc_...
of the chemical stimulation of drugs. But it is impossible to enjoy a
tennis game, a book, or a conversation unless attention is fully concen-

trated on the activity. .
It is for this reason that pleasure is so evanescent, and that the se
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does not grow as a consequence of pleasurable experiences. Complexity
requires investing psychic energy in goals that are new, that are relatively
challenging. It is easy to see this process in children: During the first few
years of life every child is a little “learning machine” trying out new
movements, new words daily. The rapt concentration on the child’s face
as she learns each new skill is a good indication of what enjoyment is
about. And each instance of enjoyable learning adds to the complexity
of the child’s developing self.

Unfortunately, this natural connection between growth and en-
joyment tends to disappear with time. Perhaps because ‘‘learning”
becomes an external imposition when schooling starts, the excitement
of mastering new skills gradually wears out. It becomes all too easy to
settle down within the narrow boundaries of the self developed in
adolescence. But if one gets to be too complacent, feeling that psychic
energy invested in new directions is wasted unless there is a good chance
of reaping extrinsic rewards for it, one may end up no longer enjoying
life, and pleasure becomes the only source of positive experience.

On the other hand many individuals continue to go to great
lengths to preserve enjoyment in whatever they do. I used to know an
old man in one of the decrepit suburbs of Naples who made a precarious
living out of a ramshackle antique store his family had owned for genera-
tions. One morning a prosperous-looking American lady walked into
the store, and after looking around for a while, asked the price of a pair
of baroque wooden putti, those chubby little cherubs so dear to Neapoli-
tan craftsmen of a few centuries ago, and to their contemporary imita-
tors. Signor Orsini, the owner, quoted an exorbitant price. The woman
took out her folder of traveler’s checks, ready to pay for the dubious
artifacts. I held my breath, glad for the unexpected windfall about to
reach my friend. But I didn’t know Signor Orsini well enough. He
turned purple and with barely contained agitation escorted the customer
out of the store: “No, no, signora, 1 am sorry but I cannot sell you those
angels.” To the flabbergasted woman he kept repeating, ““I cannot make
business with you. You understand?”’ After the tourist finally left, he

calmed down and explained: “If I were starving, [ would have taken her
money. But since I am not, why should I make a deal that isn’t any fun?
I enjoy the clash of wits involved in bargaining, when two persons try
to outdo each other with ruses and with eloquence. She didn’t even
flinch. She didn’t know any better. She didn’t pay me the respect of
assuming that I was going to try to take advantage of her. If I had sold
those pieces to that woman at that ridiculous price, I would have felt
cheated.” Few people, in southern Italy or elsewhere, have this strange
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attitude toward business transactions. But then I suspect that they don’
enjoy their work as much as Signor Orsini did, either.

Without enjoyment life can be endured, and it can even be pleas-
ant. But it can be so only precariously, depending on luck and the
cooperation of the external environment. To gain personal control over |

the quality of experience, however, one needs to learn how to build
enjoyment into what happens day in, day out.

The rest of this chapter provides an overview of what makes
experience enjoyable. This description is based on long interviews, ques-
tionnaires, and other data collected over a dozen years from several
thousand respondents. Initially we interviewed only people who spent
a great amount of time and effort in activities that were difficult, vet
provided no obvious rewards, such as money or prestige: rock climbers,
composers of music, chess players, amateur athletes. Qur later studies
included interviews with ordinary people, leading ordinary existences;
we asked them to describe how it felt when their lives were at their
fullest, when what they did was most enjoyable. These people included
urban Americans—surgeons, professors, clerical and assembly-line
workers, young mothers, retired people, and teenagers. They also in-
cluded respondents from Korea, Japan, Thailand, Australia, various
European cultures, and a Navajo reservation. On the basis of these
interviews we can now describe what makes an experience enjoyable,
and thus provide examples that all of us can use to enhance the quality

of life.

THE ELEMENTS OF ENJOYMENT

The first surprise we encountered in our study was how similarly very
different activities were described when they were going especially well.
Apparently the way a long-distance swimmer felt when crossing the
English Channel was almost identical to the way a chess player felt
during a tournament or a climber progressing up a difficult rock face.
All these feelings were shared, in important respects, by subjects ranging
from musicians composing a new quartet to teenagers from the ghetto
involved in a championship basketball game.

The second surprise was that, regardless of culture, stage of mod-
ernization, social class, age, or gender, the respondents described enjoy-
ment in very much the same way. What they did to experience enjoy-
ment varied enormously—the elderly Koreans liked to meditate, the
teenage Japanese liked to swarm around in motorcycle gangs—but they
described how it felt when they enjoyed themselves in almost identical
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irrms. Moreover, the reasons the activity was enjoyed shared many more
similarities than differences. In sum, optimal experience, and the psy-
vhological conditions that make it possible, seem to be the same the
world over.

As our studies have suggested, the phenomenology of enjoyment
hus eight major components. When people reflect on how it feels when
their experience is most positive, they mention at least one, and often
all, of the following. First, the experience usually occurs when we con-
front tasks we have a chance of completing. Second, we must be able
i concentrate on what we are doing. Third and fourth, the concentra-
tion is usually possible because the task undertaken has clear goals and
provides immediate feedback. Fifth, one acts with a deep but effortless

‘involvement that removes from awareness the worries and frustrations

of everyday life. Sixth, enjoyable experiences allow people to exercise a
sense of control over their actions. Seventh, concern for the self disap-
pears, yet paradoxically the sense of self emerges stronger after the flow
cxperience is over. Finally, the sense of the duration of time is altered;
hours pass by in minutes, and minutes can stretch out to seem like
hours. The combination of all these elements causes a sense of deep
enjoyment that is so rewarding people feel that expending a great deal
of energy is worthwhile simply to be able to feel it.

We shall take a closer look at each of these elements so that we
may better understand what makes enjoyable activities so gratifying.
With this knowledge, it is possible to achieve control of consciousness
and turn even the most humdrum moments of everyday lives into events
that help the self grow.

A Challenging Activity That Requires Skills

Sometimes a person reports having an experience of extreme joy,
a feeling of ecstasy for no apparent good reason: a bar of haunting music
may trigger it, or a wonderful view, or even less—ijust a spontaneous
sense of well-being. But by far the overwhelming proportion of optimal
experiences are reported to occur within sequences of activities that are
goal-directed and bounded by rules—activities that require the invest-
ment of psychic energy, and that could not be done without the appro-
priate skills. Why this should be so will become clear as we go along; at
this point it is sufficient to note that this seems to be universally the case.

It is important to clarify at the outset that an ‘“‘activity” need not
be active in the physical sense, and the “skill” necessary to engage in
it need not be a physical skill. For instance, one of the most frequently
mentioned enjoyable activities the world over is reading. Reading is an




50 = FLOW

activity because it requires the concentration of attention and has a goal,
and to do it one must know the rules of written language. The skills
involved in reading include not only literacy but also the ability to
translate words into images, to empathize with fictional characters, to
recognize historical and cultural contexts, to anticipate turns of the plot,
to criticize and evaluate the author’s style, and so on. In this broader
sense, any capacity to manipulate symbolic information is a “‘skill,” such
as the skill of the mathematician to shape quantitative relationships in
his head, or the skill of the musician in combining musical notes.

Another universally enjoyable activity is being with other people.
Socializing might at first sight appear to be an exception to the state-
ment that one needs to use skills to enjoy an activity, for it does not seem
that gossiping or joking around with another person requires particular
abilities. But of course, it does; as so many shy people know, if a person
feels self-conscious, he or she will dread establishing informal contacts,
and avoid company whenever possible.

Any activity contains a bundle of opportunities for action, or
“challenges,” that require appropriate skills to realize. For those who
don’t have the right skills, the activity is not challenging; it is simply
meaningless. Setting up a chessboard gets the juices of a chess player
flowing, but leaves cold anyone who does not know the rules of the
game. To most people, the sheer wall of El Capitan in Yosemite valley
is just a huge chunk of featureless rock. But to the climber it is an arena
offering an endlessly complex symphony of mental and physical chal-
lenges.

One simple way to find challenges is to enter a competitive situa-
tion. Hence the great appeal of all games and sports that pit a person
or team against another. In many ways, competition is a quick way of
developing complexity: “He who wrestles with us,” wrote Edmund
Burke, “strengthens our nerves, and sharpens our skill. Our antagonist
is our helper.” The challenges of competition can be stimulating and
enjoyable. But when beating the opponent takes precedence in the mind
over performing as well as possible, enjoyment tends to disappear. Com-
petition is enjoyable only when it is a means to perfect one’s skills; when
it becomes an end in itself, it ceases to be fun.

But challenges are by no means confined to competitive or to
physical activities. They are necessary to provide enjoyment even in
situations where one would not expect them to be relevant. For exam-
ple, here is a quote from one of our studies, of a statement made by an
art expert describing the enjoyment he takes in looking at a painting,
something most people would regard as an immediate, intuitive proceéss:
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"'A lot of pieces that you deal with are very straightforward . . . and you
don’t find anything exciting about them, you know, but there are other
picces that have some sort of challenge. . . . those are the pieces that
stay in your mind, that are the most interesting.” In other words, even
the passive enjoyment one gets from looking at a painting or sculpture
depends on the challenges that the work of art contains.

Activities that provide enjoyment are often those that have been
designed for this very purpose. Games, sports, and artistic and literary
forms were developed over the centuries for the express purpose of
enriching life with enjoyable experiences. But it would be a mistake to
assume that only art and leisure can provide optimal experiences. In a
healthy culture, productive work and the necessary routines of everyday
life are also satisfying. In fact, one purpose of this book is to explore ways
in which even routine details can be transformed into personally mean-
ingful games that provide optimal experiences. Mowing the lawn or
waiting in a dentist’s office can become enjoyable provided one restruc-
tures the activity by providing goals, rules, and the other elements of
enjoyment to be reviewed below.

Heinz Maier-Leibnitz, the famous German experimental physicist
and a descendant of the eighteenth-century philosopher and mathemati-
cian, provides an intriguing example of how one can take control of a
boring situation and turn it into a mildly enjoyable one. Professor
Maier-Leibnitz suffers from an occupational handicap common to acade-
micians: having to sit through endless, often boring conferences. To
alleviate this burden he invented a private activity that provides just
enough challenges for him not to be completely bored during a dull
lecture, but is so automated thar it leaves enough attention free so that
if something interesting is being said, it will register in his awareness.

What he does is this: Whenever a speaker begins to get tedious,
he starts to tap his right thumb once, then the third finger of the right
hand, then the index, then the fourth finger, then the third finger again,
then the little finger of the right hand. Then he moves to the left hand
and taps the little finger, the middle finger, the fourth finger, the index,
and the middle finger again, and ends with the thumb of the left hand.
Then the right hand reverses the sequence of fingering, followed by the
reverse of the left hand’s sequence. It turns out that by introducing full
and half stops at regular intervals, there are 888 combinations one can
move through without repeating the same pattern. By interspersing
pauses among the taps at regular intervals, the pattern acquires an
almost musical harmony, and in fact it is easily represented on a musical
staff,
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After inventing this innocent game, Professor Maier-Leibnitz
found an interesting use for it: as a way of measuring the length of trains
of thought. The pattern of 888 taps, repeated three times, provides a set
of 2,664 taps that, with practice, takes almost exactly twelve minutes to
perform. As soon as he starts tapping, by shifting attention to his
fingers, Professor Maier-Leibnitz can tell exactly at what point he is in
the sequence. So suppose that a thought concerning one of his physics
experiments appears in his consciousness while he is tapping during a
boring lecture. He immediately shifts attention to his fingers, and regis-
ters the fact that he is at the 300th tap of the second series; then in the
same split second he returns to the train of thought about the experi-
ment. At a certain point the thought is completed, and he has figured
out the problem. How long did it take him to solve the problem! By
shifting attention back to his fingers, he notices that he is about to finish
the second series—the thought process has taken approximately two
and a quarter minutes to play itself out.

Few people bother inventing quite such ingenious and complex
diversions to improve the quality of their experiences. But all of us have
more modest versions of the same. Everybody develops routines to fill
in the boring gaps of the day, or to bring experience back on an even
keel when anxiety threatens. Some people are compulsive doodlers,
others chew on things or smoke, smooth their hair, hum a tune, or
engage in more esoteric private rituals that have the same purpose: to
impose order in consciousness through the performance of patterned
action. These are the “microflow” activities that help us negotiate the
doldrums of the day. But how enjoyable an activity is depends ultimately
on its complexity. The small automatic games woven into the fabric of
everyday life help reduce boredom, but add little to the positive quality
of experience. For that one needs to face more demanding challenges,
and use higher-level skills.

In all the activities people in our study reported engaging in,
enjoyment comes at a very specific point: whenever the opportunities for
action perceived by the individual are equal to his or her capabilities.
Playing tennis, for instance, is not enjoyable if the two opponents are
mismatched. The less skilled player will feel anxious, and the better
player will feel bored. The same is true of every other activity: a piece

of music that is too simple relative to one’s listening skills will be boring,
while music that is too complex will be frustrating. Enjoyment appears
at the boundary between boredom and anxiety, when the challenges are

just balanced with the person’s capacity to act.
The golden ratio between challenges and skills does not only hold
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tion is like breathing—you never think of it. The roof could fall in and,

if it missed you, you would be unaware of it.”
It is for this reason that we called the optimal experience “flow.”

The short and simple word describes well the sense of seemingly effort-

less movement. The following words from a poet and rock climber apply
to all the thousands of interviews collected by us and by others over the
years: “The mystique of rock climbing is climbing; you get to the top
of a rock glad it’s over but really wish it would go on forever. The

justification of climbing is climbing, like the justification of poetry is

writing; you don’t conquer anything except things in yourself. . . . The
act of writing justifies poetry. Climbing is the same: recognizing that you
are a flow. The purpose of the flow is to keep on flowing, not looking

for a peak or utopia but staying in the flow. It is not a moving up but

a continuous flowing; you move up to keep the flow going. There is no
possible reason for climbing except the climbing itself; it is a self-commu-
nication.”’ .

Although the flow experience appears to be effortless, it is far from
being so. It often requires strenuous physical exertion, or highly disci-
plined mental activity. It does not happen without the application of
skilled performance. Any lapse in concentration will erase it. And yet
while it lasts consciousness works smoothly, action follows action seam-
lessly. In normal life, we keep interrupting what we do with doubts and
questions. “Why am I doing this? Should I perhaps be doing something
else?” Repeatedly we question the necessity of our actions, and evaluate
critically the reasons for carrying them out. But in flow there is no need
to reflect, because the action carries us forward as if by magic.

Clear Goals and Feedback

The reason it is possible to achieve such complete involvement in
a flow experience is that goals are usually clear, and feedback immediate,
A tennis player always knows what she has to do: return the ball into
the opponent’s court. And each time she hits the ball she knows
whether she has done well or not. The chess player’s goals are equally
obvious: to mate the opponent’s king before his own is mated. With
each move, he can calculate whether he has come closer to this objective,
The climber inching up a vertical wall of rock has a very simple goal in
mind: to complete the climb without falling. Every second, hour after
hour, he receives information that he is meeting that basic goal.

Of course, if one chooses a trivial goal, success in it does not
provide enjoyment. If [ set as my goal to remain alive while sitting on
the living-room sofa, I also could spend days knowing that I was achiev-
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ing it, just as the rock climber does. But this realization would not make
e particularly happy, whereas the climber’s knowledge brings exhilara-
tion to his dangerous ascent.

Certain activities require a very long time to accomplish, yet the
components of goals and feedback are still extremely important to them.
ne example was given by a sixty-two-year-old woman living in the
Italian Alps, who said her most enjoyable experiences were taking care
of the cows and tending the orchard: “I find special satisfaction in caring
for the plants: I like to see them grow day by day. It is very beautiful.”
Although it involves a period of patient waiting, seeing the plants one
has cared for grow provides a powerful feedback even in the urban
apartments of American cities. :

Another example is solo ocean cruising, in which a person alone
might sail for weeks in a small boat without seeing land. Jim Macbeth,
who did a study of flow in ocean cruising, comments on the excitement
a sailor feels when, after days of anxiously scanning the empty reaches
of water, he discerns the outline of the island he had been aiming for
as it starts to rise over the horizon. One of the legendary cruisers
describes this sensation as follows: “I. . . experienced a sense of satisfac-
tion coupled with some astonishment that my observations of the very
distant sun from an unsteady platform and the use of some simple tables
.. . enable[d] a small island to be found with certainty after an ocean
crossing.” And another: “Each time, I feel the same mixture of astonish-
ment, love, and pride as this new land is born which seems to have been
created for me and by me.”

The goals of an activity are not always as clear as those of tennis,
and the feedback is often more ambiguous than the simple “I am not
falling” information processed by the climber. A composer of music, for
instance, may know that he wishes to write a song, or a flute ¢oncerto,
but other than that, his goals are usually quite vague. And how does he
know whether the notes he is writing down faire “right” or “wrong’’? The
same situation holds true for the artist painting a picture, and for all
activities that are creative or open-ended in nature. But these are all
exceptions that prove the rule: unless a person learns to set goals and
to recognize and gauge feedback in such activities, she will not enjoy
them.

In some creative activities, where goals are not clearly set in ad-
vance, a person must develop a strong personal sense of what she
intends to do. The artist might not have a visual image of what the
finished painting should look like, but when the picture has progressed
to a certain point, she should know whether this is what she wanted to
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achieve or not. And a painter who enjoys painting must have internal-
ized criteria for “good” or “bad” so that after each brush stroke she can
say: “Yes, this works; no, this doesn’t.” Without such internal guide-
lines, it is impossible to experience flow.

Sometimes the goals and the rules governing an activity are in:

vented, or negotiated on the spot. For example, teenagers enjoy im-
1

promptu interactions in which they try to “gross each other out,” or tell

tall stories, or make fun of their teachers. The goal of such sessions
emerges by trial and error, and is rarely made explicit; often it remains
below the participants’ level of awareness. Yet it is clear that these
activities develop their own rules and that those who take part have a
clear idea of what constitutes a successful “move,” and of who is doing
well. In many ways this is the pattern of a good jazz band, or any
improvisational group. Scholars or debaters obtain similar satisfaction
when the “moves” in their arguments mesh smoothly, and produce the
desired result.

What constitutes feedback varies considerably in different activi-
ties. Some people are indifferent to things that others cannot get enough
of. For instance, surgeons who love doing operations claim that they
wouldn’t switch to internal medicine even if they were paid ten times
as much as they are for doing surgery, because an internist never knows
exactly how well he is doing. In an operation, on the other hand, the
status of the patient is almost always clear: as long as there is no blood
in the incision, for example, a specific procedure has been successful.
When the diseased organ is cut out, the surgeon’s task is accomplished;

- after that there is the suture that gives a gratifying sense of closure to
the activity. And the surgeon’s disdain for psychiatry is even greater
than that for internal medicine: to hear surgeons talk, the psychiatrist
might spend ten years with a patient without knowing whether the cure
is helping him.

Yet the psychiatrist who enjoys his trade is also receiving constant
feedback: the way the patient holds himself, the expression on his face,
the hesitation in his voice, the content of the material he brings up in
the therapeutic hour—all these bits of information are important clues
the psychiatrist uses to monitor the progress of the therapy. The differ-
ence between a surgeon and a psychiatrist is that the former considers
blood and excision the only feedback worth attending to, whereas the
latter considers the signals reflecting a patient’s state of mind to be
significant information. The surgeon judges the psychiatrist to be soft
because he is interested in such ephemeral goals; the psychiatrist thinks
the surgeon crude for his concentration on mechanics.

ENJOYMENT AND THE QUALITY OF LIFE = 57

The kind of feedback we work toward is in and of itself often
unimportant: What difference does it make if I hit the tennis ball be-
tween the white lines, if I immobilize the enemy king on the chessboard,
o if I notice a glimmer of understanding in my patient’s eyes at the end
ol the therapeutic hour? What makes this information valuable is the
symbolic message it contains: that I have succeeded in my goal. Such
knowledge creates order in consciousness, and strengthens the structure
ol the self.

Almost any kind of feedback can be enjoyable, provided it is
lopically related to a goal in which one has invested psychic energy. If
I were to set myself up to balance a walking stick on my nose, then the
sight of the stick wobbling upright above my face would provide a brief
enjoyable interlude. But each of us is temperamentally sensitive to a
certain range of information that we learn to value more than most
uther people do, and it is likely that we will consider feedback involving
that information to be more relevant than others might.

For instance, some people are born with exceptional sensitivity to
sound. They can discriminate among different tones and pitches, and
recognize and remember combinations of sounds better than the general
population. It is likely that such individuals will be attracted to playing
with sounds; they will learn to control and shape auditory information.
F'or them the most important feedback will consist in being able to
tombine sounds, to produce or reproduce rhythms and melodies. Com-
posers, singers, performers, conductors, and music critics will develop
from among them. In contrast, some are genetically predisposed to be
unusually sensitive to other people, and they will learn to pay attention
t the signals they send out. The feedback they will be looking for is the
¢xpression of human emotion. Some people have fragile selves that need
tonstant reassurance, and for them the only information that counts is
winning in a competitive situation. Others have invested so much in
heing liked that the only feedback they take into account is approval and
wclmiration.

A good illustration of the importance of feedback is contained in
he responses of a group of blind religious women interviewed by Profes-
sor Fausto Massimini’s team of psychologists in Milan, Italy. Like the
other respondents in our studies, they were asked to describe the most
¢njoyable experiences in their lives. For these women, many of whom
had been sightless since birth, the most frequently mentioned flow
experiences were the result of reading books in Braille, praying, doing
handicrafts like knitting and binding books, and helping each other in
case of sickness or other need. Of the over six hundred people inter-
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hecomes a world unto its own, significant only to itself. It’s a concentra-
tion thing. Once you're into the situation, it’s incredibly real, and you’re
very much in charge of it. It becomes your total world.”

A similar sensation is reported by a dancer: I get a feeling that
[ don’t get anywhere else. . . . I have more confidence in myself than any
other time. Maybe an effort to forget my problems. Dance is like ther-
apy. If T am troubled about something, I leave it out of the door as I go
in [the dance studio].” -

On a larger time scale, ocean cruising provides an equivalent
merciful oblivion: “But no matter how many little discomforts there may
be at sea, one’s real cares and worries seem to drop out of sight as the
land slips behind the horizon. Once we were at sea there was no point
in wortying, there was nothing we could do about our problems till we
reached the next port. . . . Life was, for a while, stripped of its artificiali-
ties; [other problems] seemed quite unimportant compared with the
state of the wind and the sea and the length of the day’s run.”

Edwin Moses, the great hurdler, has this to say in describing the
concentration necessary for a race: “Your mind has to be absolutely
clear. The fact that you have to cope with your opponent, jet lag,
different foods, sleeping in hotels, and personal problems has to be
crased from consciousness—as if they didn’t exist.”

Although Moses was talking about what it takes to win world-class
sports events, he could have been describing the kind of concentration
we achieve when we enjoy any activity. The concentration of the flow
experience—together with clear goals and immediate feedback—pro-

vides order to consciousness, inducing the enjoyable condition of psy-
chic negentropy.

The Paradox of Control

Enjoyment often occurs in games, sports, and other leisure activi-
ties that are distinct from ordinary life, where any number of bad things
can happen. If a person loses a chess game or botches his hobby he need
not worry; in “real” life, however, a person who mishandles a business
deal may get fired, lose the mortgage on the house, and end up on public
assistance. Thus the flow experience is typically described as involving
a sense of control—or, more precisely, as lacking the sense of worry
about losing control that is typical in many situations of normal life.

Here is how a dancer expresses this dimension of the flow experi-
ence: “A strong relaxation and calmness comes over me. I have no
worries of failure. What a powerful and warm feeling it is! I want to
expand, to hug the world. I feel enormous power to effect something of
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his personal conflicts Luchin turns to chess strategy, and endeavors to
“Luchin defense,” aset of moves that will make him invulner-
As his relationships in real life disintegrate,
Luchin has a series of hallucinations in which the important people
around him become pieces on 2 huge chessboard, trying to immobilize
him. Finally he hasa vision of the perfect defense against his problems—
and jumps out of the hotel window. Such stories about chess are not
so farfetched; many champions, including the first and the last great
American chess masters, Paul Morphy and Bobby Fischer, became s0
comfortable with the beautifully clear-cut and logically ordered world of

chess that they turned their backs on the messy confusion of the “real”
201&.

The exhilaration gamblers feel in

is even more notorious. Early ethnographers have described North
American Plains Indians so hypnotically involved in gambling with
buffalo rib bones that losers would often leave the tepee without clothes
in the dead of winter, having wagered away their weapons, horses, and
wives as well. Almost any enjoyable activity can become addictive, in the
sense that instead of being 2 conscious choice, it becomes a necessity
that interferes with other activities. Surgeons, for instance, describe

operations as being addictive, “like taking heroin.”
When a person becomes SO dependent on the ability to control
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h the ambiguities of life.

The Loss of Self-Consciousness
We have seen earlier that when an activity is thoroughly engross-

ing, there is not enough attention left over to allow a person to consider
either the past or the future, or any other temporarily irrelevant stimuli.
One item that disappears from awareness deserves special mention,

because in normal life we spend so much time thinking about it: our own
.self. Here is a climber describing this aspect of the experience: “It’s a
Zen feeling, like meditation or concentration. One thing you're after is
the one-pointedness of mind. You can get your ego mixed up with |

of ways and it isn’t necessarily enlightening. But

climbing in all sorts
when things become automatic, it's like an egoless thing, in a way.
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to the logical battle on the board claim that they feel as if they have been

merged into a powerful “field of force” clashing with other forces in
some nonmaterial dimension of existence.

difficult operation they have the sensation t

is a single organism, moved by the same purpose; they describe it as a
“ballet” in which the individual is subordinated to the group perfor-
mance, and all involved share in a feeling of harmony and power.
One could treat these testimonials as poetic metaphors and leave
them at that. But it is important to realize that they refer to experiences
that are just as real as being hungry, or as concrete as bumping into a
wall. There is nothing mysterious or mystical about them. When a
person invests all her psychic energy into an interaction—whether it is
with another person, a boat, a mountain, or a piece of music—she in
effect becomes part of a system of action greater than what the individual
self had been before. This system takes its form from the rules of the
activity; its energy comes from the person’s attention. But it is a real
system—subjectively as real as being part of a family, a corporation, or
a team—and the self that is part of it expands its
becomes more complex than what it had been.

This growth of the self occurs only if the interaction is an énjoy-
able one,

that is, if it offers nontrivial opportunities for action and
requires a constant perfection of skills. It is also possible to lose oneself
in systems of action that demand nothing but faith and allegiance.
Fundamentalist religions, mass movements, and extremist political par-
ties also offer opportunities for self-transcendence that millions are eager
to accept. They also provide a welcome extension of the boundaries of
the self, a feeling that one is involved in something great and powerful.

The true believer also becomes part of the system in concrete terms,

because his psychic energy will be focused and shaped by the goals and
rules of his belief. But the true believer is not really interacting with the
belief system;

he usually lets his psychic energy be absorbed by it. From
this submission nothing new can come;

welcome order, but it will be an order imposed rather than achieved.
At best the self of the true believer resembles a crystal: strong and
beautifully symmetrical, but very slow to grow.

There is one very important and at first apparently paradoxical
relationship between losing the sense of self in a flow experience,

having it emerge stronger afterward. It almost seems that occasio
giving up self-consciousness is necessar

cept. Why this should be so is fairly cle
to do her best, and must constantly im

Surgeons say that during a
hat the entire operating team

boundaries and

consciousness may attain a

and
nally
y for building a strong self-con-
ar. In flow a person is challenged
prove her skills. At the time, she
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doesn’t have the opportunity to reflect on what this means in terms o.m
the self—if she did allow herself to become self-conscious, the expeti-
ence could not have been very deep. But afterward, when nrM wnﬁ—<m<
is over and self-consciousness has a chance to resume, the sel Hrmn mn e
person reflects upon is not the same .mm_m. that existed meo.nn the flow
experience: it is now enriched by new skills and fresh achievements.

The Transformation of Time . .
One of the most common descriptions of owﬁ.B&.mxvm:mSmM r_m
that time no longer seems to pass HTm.ém,\ it ordinarily ¢Mmm. HM
objective, external duration we measure with .nmmmno:nm nowocmz e mMMMM i
like night and day, or the orderly progression of clocks, is renc 4
irrelevant by the rhythms dictated by the activity. Often r.cca seem 2
pass by in minutes; in general, most people report that Eﬂm mmnammnm
pass much faster. But occasionally the reverse occurs: wm. et mm:n. i
describe how a difficult turn that takes #nmm than w.manozm in namO tim
stretches out for what seems like minutes: “Two ﬁ?d.mm rmwvnsu ne is
that it seems to pass really fast in one sense. .>?2, it's Emm&‘ :a mHmmb
to have passed really fast. I see that it's T.oo in the Bo:.w__:m.. M:M_ m»ws«:
‘Aha, just a few minutes ago it was 8:00.” But then .2? e I'm mm—mﬂ rm
.. it seems like it’s been much longer than maybe it .8w.=< was. o
safest generalization to make about ﬁra. vaSOBm.:o_s ~m~ to mmM Hn Mm
during the flow experience the sense of time bears rnn‘m re MSMB Mu e
passage of time as measured by the absolute convention of t M clo n.\
But here, too, there are exceptions that prove .nrm Eﬁm.m n om.m
standing open-heart surgeon who derives a anﬂu m:_o<.8m3ﬁ& rom ~:
work is well known for his ability to .8: the mxmnn. time :25% 2
operation with only half a minute margin of eror, without nonmcmc”,m
a watch. But in his case timing is one of the essential nvmzmwmmm % t
. jobs since he is called only to do a very m5.m= but nxﬁmamz.m_anﬂm t vmnn\
of the operation, he is usually involved in several onmnwmosm m_BMrMn
neously, and has to walk from one case to nrw next, making m_r.ﬁm.
he is not holding up his colleagues responsible moa. wrm pre MBSNQ
phases. A similar skill is often found among practitioners M other
activities where time is of the essence, for mdmﬂmnnw‘.ncssﬁm ﬂu Enmm.
In order to pace themselves precisely in a competition, nrm<rm<m ﬂonrM
very sensitive to the passage of seconds and minutes. In suc nwmmnw he
 ability to keep track of time becomes one of the skills Dﬂommwi e
well in the activity, and thus it contributes to, rather than detracts from,

j ience.
the enjoyment of the experien L
But most flow activities do not depend on clock time; like baseball,

ENJOYMENT AND THE QUALITY OF LIFE ®= 67

they have their own pace, their own sequences of events marking transi-
tions from one state to another without regard to equal intervals of
duration. It is not clear whether this dimension of flow is just an epiphe-
nomenon—a by-product of the intense concentration required for the
activity at hand—or whether it is something that contributes in its own
right to the positive quality of the experience. Although it seems likely
that losing track of the clock is not one of the major elements of
enjoyment, freedom from the tyranny of time does add to the exhilara-
tion we feel during a state of complete involvement.

THE AUTOTELIC EXPERIENCE

The key element of an optimal experience is that it is an end in itself.
Even if initially undertaken for other reasons, the activity that consumes
us becomes intrinsically rewarding. Surgeons speak of their work: “It is
so enjoyable that I would do it even if I didn’t have to.” Sailors say: ‘1
am spending a lot of money and time on this boat, but it is worth
it—nothing quite compares with the feeling I get when [ am out sailing.”
The term “autotelic” derives from two Greek words, auto mean-
ing self, and telos meaning goal. It refers to a self-contained activity, one
that is done not with the expectation of some future benefit, but simply
because the doing itself is the reward. Playing the stock market in order
to make money is not an autotelic experience; but playing it in order
to prove one’s skill at foretelling future trends is—even though the
outcome in terms of dollars and cents is exactly the same. Teaching
children in order to turn them into good citizens is not autotelic,
whereas teaching them because one enjoys interacting with children is.
What transpires in the two situations is ostensibly identical; what differs
is that when the experience is autotelic, the person is paying attention
to the activity for its own sake; when it is not, the attention is focused
on its consequences.
Most things we do are neither purely autotelic nor purely exotelic
(as we shall call activities done for external reasons only), but are a
combination of the two. Surgeons usually enter into their long period
of training because of exotelic expectations: to help people, to make
money, to achieve prestige. If they are lucky, after a while they begin to
enjoy their work, and then surgery becomes to a large extent also
autotelic.
Some things we are initially forced to do against our will turn out
in the course of time to be intrinsically rewarding. A friend of mine, with
whom I worked in an office many vears ago, had a great gift. Whenever
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the work got to be particularly boring, he would look up with a glazed
look in his half-closed eyes, and he would start to hum a piece of
music—a Bach chorale, a Mozart concerto, a Beethoven symphony. But
humming is a pitifully inadequate description of what he did. He repro-
duced the entire piece, imitating with his voice the principal instruments
involved in the particular passage: now he wailed like a violin, now he
crooned like a bassoon, now he blared like a baroque trumpet. We in
the office listened entranced, and resumed work refreshed. What is
curious is the way my friend had developed this gift. Since the age of
three, he had been taken by his father to concerts of classical music. He
remembers having been unspeakably bored, and occasionally falling
asleep in the seat, to be awakened by a sharp slap. He grew to hate
concerts, classical music, and presumably his father—but year after year
he was forced to repeat this painful experience. Then one evening, when
he was about seven years old, during the overture to a Mozart opera,
he had what he described as an ecstatic insight: he suddenly discerned
the melodic structure of the piece, and had an overwhelming sense of
a new world opening up before him. It was the three years of painful
listening that had prepared him for this epiphany, years during which
his musical skills had developed, however unconsciously, and made it
possible for him to understand the challenge Mozart had built into the
music.

Of course he was lucky; many children never reach the point of
recognizing the possibilities of the activity into which they are forced,
and end up disliking it forever. How many children have come to hate
classical music because their parents forced them to practice an instru-
ment? Often children—and adults—need external incentives to take the
first steps in an activity that requires a difficult restructuring of atten-
tion. Most enjoyable activities are not natural; they demand an effort
that initially one is reluctant to make. But once the interaction starts to
provide feedback to the person’s skills, it usually begins to be intrinsi-
cally rewarding.

An autotelic experience is very different from the feelings we
typically have in the course of life. So much of what we ordinarily do
has no value in itself, and we do it only because we have to do it, or
because we expect some future benefit from it. Many people feel that the
time they spend at work is essentially wasted—they are alienated from
it, and the psychic energy invested in the job does nothing to strengthen
their self. For quite a few people free time is also wasted. Leisure provides
a relaxing respite from work, but it generally consists of passively absorb-
ing information, without using any skills or exploring new opportunities
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for action. As a result life passes in a sequence of boring and anxious
experiences over which a person has little control.

The autotelic experience, or flow, lifts the course of life to a
different level. Alienation gives way to involvement, enjoyment replaces
boredom, helplessness turns into a feeling of control, and psychic energy
works to reinforce the sense of self, instead of being lost in the service
of external goals. When experience is intrinsically rewarding life is justi-
fied in the present, instead of being held hostage to a hypothetical future
pain.

But, as we have already seen in the section dealing with the sense
of control, one must be aware of the potentially addictive power of flow.
We should reconcile ourselves to the fact that nothing in the world is
entirely positive; every power can be misused. Love may lead to cruelty,
science can create destruction, technology unchecked produces pollu-
tion. Optimal experience is a form of energy, and energy can be used
cither to help or to destroy. Fire warms or burns; atomic energy can
generate electricity or it can obliterate the world. Energy is power, but
power is only a means. The goals to which it is applied can make life
cither richer or more painful.

The Marquis de Sade perfected the infliction of pain into a form
of pleasure, and in fact, cruelty is a universal source of enjoyment for
people who have not developed more sophisticated skills, Even in socie-
ties that are called “civilized”’ because they try to make life enjoyable
without interfering with anyone’s well-being, people are attracted to
violence. Gladiatorial combat amused the Romans, Victorians paid
money to see rats being torn up by terriers, Spaniards approach the
killing of bulls with reverence, and boxing is a staple of our own culture.

Veterans from Vietnam or other wars sometimes speak with nos-
talgia about front-line action, describing it as a flow experience. When
you sit in a trench next to a rocket launcher, life is focused very clearly:

the goal is to destroy the enemy before he destroys you; good and bad
become self-evident; the means of control are at hand; distractions are
eliminated. Even if one hates war, the experience can be more exhilarat-
ing than anything encountered in civilian life.

Criminals often say things such as, “If you showed me something
[ can do that’s as much fun as breaking into a house at night, and lifting
the jewelry without waking anyone up, I would do it.” Much of what
we label juvenile delinquency—car theft, vandalism, rowdy behavior in
general—is motivated by the same need to have flow experiences not
available in ordinary life. As long as a significant segment of society has
few opportunities to encounter meaningful challenges, and few chances




