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If you have ever heard of flow, it is because of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. He
gave the state its name in 1990, and more than 30 years on it is still the thing
we are all chasing at work: those stretches where you are so absorbed in the
task that the clock disappears and the work seems to do itself.

Csikszentmihalyi spent his career asking what makes life worth living. His
answer was not money or comfort. It was the quality of our experience, and
the deepest, most satisfying experiences come when we are fully stretched
by something that matters to us.

In this summary we have taken his ideas and pointed them at your work,
your team, and your calendar. The good news is that flow is not luck and it is
not a personality type. It is a state you can engineer, for yourself and for the
people you lead.

¢ Control of consciousness determines the quality of life.

LU Enjoyment appears at the boundary between boredom and
anxiety, when the challenges are just balanced with the person's
capacity to act.

LU If you are interested in something, you will focus on it, and if you
focus attention on anything, it is likely that you will become
interested in it.

L Only through freely chosen discipline can life be enjoyed and still
kept within the bounds of reason.

(19

A joyful life is an individual creation that cannot be copied from a
recipe.
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7 BIG IDEAS

1. WHAT FLOW ACTUALLY IS

Flow is the state where you are so involved in what you are doing that
everything else falls away. Time moves at a different rate. Your attention
narrows to the task in front of you and nothing outside it seems to matter.

Csikszentmihalyi found it in rock climbers on a cliff face, in chess players, in
surgeons and musicians. It can happen in almost any activity, and it leaves
behind a sense of accomplishment that lasts long after the work is done.

2. ATTENTION IS THE WHOLE GAME

Before you can build flow, you have to wunderstand attention.
Csikszentmihalyi describes consciousness as intentionally ordered
information, and the ability to control where your attention goes is what
decides whether flow is even possible.

His test of a focused mind is plain: the ability to concentrate at will, to be
oblivious to distractions, and to hold that focus for as long as the goal takes.
Attention is a finite resource, and most workplaces spend it carelessly.

At work: treat attention like a budget, not a tap. Protect a block of deep
work each day and kill the notifications during it. The pings cost more than
you think.

3. MATCH THE CHALLENGE TO THE SKILL

Flow lives in the narrow band between too easy and too hard. A pro playing
a novice feels nothing, because the win is certain. The novice feels nothing
but stress, because the task is out of reach. Put two people of matched skill
together and flow becomes possible.

The work also needs clear goals and clear rules. Without them the task has
no shape, and without shape there is nothing to get absorbed in.

For leaders: pitch the work just past what someone can comfortably do
today. Too easy and your best people get bored and leave. Too hard and
they burn out. Stretch them, do not snap them.

4. WORK FOR THE WORK, NOT THE PRAISE

Csikszentmihalyi borrows the word autotelic from the Greek for self and
goal. An autotelic person does the thing for the joy of doing it, not for glory
or applause. The reward is in the doing.
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Chase praise instead and you are at the mercy of other people. If the praise
does not come you feel cheated, and even when it does come it is never
quite enough.

For your career: find the part of your job you would do even if no one was
watching or counting. That is where your flow lives, and it is the most reliable
fuel you have.

5. ENJOYMENT IS A DECISION

Csikszentmihalyi studied prisoners of war who stayed sane by turning a bare
cell into a problem to solve, examining every detail or replaying a round of
golf shot by shot. They could not change the situation, so they changed their
attention.

If your attitude is dissatisfaction, you will be dissatisfied. A dull task can be
made absorbing by turning it into a game or simply by deciding to see it
differently.

At work: the boring task is not going anywhere. Set a small challenge inside
it, beat your own time, and the grind turns into something you can actually
get lost in.

6. A TEAM IN FLOW SHARES A GOAL

Flow is not just for solo work. A team can find it too, but only with effort.
Csikszentmihalyi found that the groups who hit flow together were the ones
working towards a goal they genuinely shared.

Those goals cannot be set once and forgotten. As the situation shifts, the
shared goal has to be revisited and reset, or the team drifts out of sync.

For your team: give the group one goal it truly shares, then keep revisiting
it. A team in flow is pulling towards the same thing, not just sitting in the
same room.

7. MEANING TURNS EFFORT INTO FULFILMENT

In the end, Csikszentmihalyi says, fulfilment comes from meaning, and
meaning is something you build rather than find. It is the purpose you
choose, the actions that follow from it, and the way you order your attention
around it.

As he puts it, a unified purpose is what gives meaning to life. When your
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effort points at something you care about, the hard work stops feeling like a
cost and starts feeling like flow.

For leaders: connect the daily task to why it matters. People give their whole
attention to work that means something, and attention is the raw material of
flow.

1. SET A CLEAR GOAL

Flow needs something to aim at. Sometimes it arrives on its own, but mostly
you have to set the goal first. Decide what done looks like before you start,
and you give your attention a target to lock onto.

2. TRACK YOUR PROGRESS AND GUARD YOUR FOCUS

Notice small wins as you go, because seeing improvement is what holds your
attention on the task. The moment your focus breaks, flow is gone. Keep
your mind on this one thing and let everything else wait.

3. RAISE THE STAKES

Flow needs challenge. When a task gets easy, make it harder. Push into the
band just beyond your current skill, where the work is neither boring nor
frightening, and keep nudging that edge as you improve.

The lesson of Flow is that without making room for it, you
will work hard for years and still feel strangely empty.
Flow is where real satisfaction and your best work both
come from. The good news is that it can be learned and
built: set a clear goal, match the challenge to the skill,

protect your attention, and connect the work to
something that matters. Do that, and even the ordinary
parts of the job become rewarding. Engineer flow, and you
change both what your team produces and how it feels to
do the work.
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want more?

visit thehopefull.org

email glen@glengerreyn.com

READ THE FULL BOOK

We give this summary away for free. If it earned a place on your shelf,
buy Flow and support the author.

national bestseller

Flow
by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi

Buy on Amazon >
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