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Carol Nash
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Definition: Originated during the 1970s by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, the theory of work-
related flow has the following features: (1) the goals pursued are clear; (2) each action taken results in
instantaneous feedback; (3) the skills required are equal to the challenges presented; (4) awareness and
action for how to proceed are integrated; (5) consciousness is focused while distractions are ignored;
(6) failure is not considered an option; (7) self-consciousness is non-existent; (8) time awareness is
distorted; and (9) the engaged activity is the end in itself. According to research findings, it is the
optimal work-related experience to sustain careers.
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1. History

Work-related flow is a theory associated with career sustainability [1] pioneered by
psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1934–2021 [2]) that was developed based on an
analysis of those experiences judged as enjoyable by people involved in various activities he
described as “play-forms” related to artistic endeavors (dance; music composition), athletic
pursuits (basketball; rock climbing), and games (chess) [3]. Although the constant was
that the activity was enjoyable, the focus of the theory, however, was not the judgment of
experience. Instead, it was the conditions under which challenging activities are sustainable.
According to Csikszentmihalyi, “flow makes us feel better in the moment, enabling us to
experience the remarkable potential of the body and mind fully functioning in harmony.
But what makes flow an even more significant tool is its ability to improve the quality of
life in the long run” [4] (p. 63). This concentration by Csikszentmihalyi on a continuing
process, in contrast to a time-dependent judgment, presents why work-related flow theory
aims at career sustainability.

A theory recognized in contemporary psychology as one of the most significant [5]
for over four decades, flow has directed a vast amount [6] of research ranging in many
disciplines [7]. What identifies flow regarding an activity is that it is a process directed to
a goal in meeting challenges guided by a person’s unique interests. Flow is optimal for
experiences that are work related [8]. To be optimal, the experience throughout the process
depends on several elements: (1) the goals pursued are clear; (2) each action taken results
in instantaneous feedback; (3) the skills required are equal to the challenges presented;
(4) awareness and action for how to proceed are integrated; (5) consciousness is focused
while distractions are ignored; (6) failure is not considered an option; (7) self-consciousness
is non-existent; (8) awareness of time is distorted; and (9) the engaged activity is the end in
itself [9]. Flow theory has been identified as the center of Positive Psychology, concentrating
on the pursuits selected by people when they are neither oppressed nor suffering [10] (p. 3).
Work-related flow became particularly important in 1990 after the publication of Flow: The
Psychology of Optimal Experience [11] by Csikszentmihalyi. There were 23 languages that
Flow had been translated into by 2021 when Csikszentmihalyi died. Flow remains a primary
reason why Csikszentmihalyi is a leader among psychologists cited in several fields [12].
A reason for this high rate of citation for Csikszentmihalyi’s publications may be that the
theory of flow is reliable, has been validated [13], and except for some refinement [14], is
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identical to as it was first developed [15]. This assessment of Csikszentmihalyi’s influence
has been noted elsewhere [16].

Bakker gathered the most prominent definitions of flow in general in his 2008 pub-
lication [17] and summarized it as having three elements: total immersion in an activity
(absorption), enjoyment, and intrinsic motivation. As such, flow can exist outside work-
related experiences in playful activities, as Csikszentmihalyi initially identified [3]. Within
work-related situations, absorption refers to employees’ complete concentration and im-
mersion in their work, with time passing quickly without distractions. Enjoyment is the
assessment when employees judge their flow experience. Intrinsic motivation means
employees perform their work-related activity with inherent pleasure and satisfaction,
permitting them to be continuously interested in and fascinated by their work. Yet, Bakker
defined work-related flow as a short-term peak experience, differing from Csikszentmihalyi,
who studied it as a continuing experience relevant to career sustainability. This interpreta-
tion of worked-related flow by Bakker [18] is based on the Ryan and Deci understanding
of self-determination theory [19], one that represents an alternative explication that has
been referenced by several authors as their basis of understanding flow [6,20,21], but not
by Csikszentmihalyi.

2. Related Concepts

Previously [16], regarding psychological assessment in work settings, two related
concepts were contrasted with work-related flow in studies of career sustainability [22–24].
They are happiness promotion and assessing PERMA (Positive Emotions, Engagement,
Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment) factors. Happiness promotion strives to
maintain a state of pleased satisfaction with current experience, yet it is sometimes asso-
ciated with system justification, resistance to change, and insensitivity to inequality and
social injustice [25]. PERMA represents five measurable factors of Positive Psychology
that are difficult to differentiate from a general sense of well-being and daily experiences
of a life lived well [26]. A focus on happiness regards a fixed point in time rather than
continuous work sustainability [27,28], and the measurement of PERMA factors is unre-
liable concerning career sustainability [29,30]. Therefore, neither happiness promotion
nor PERMA factor measurements are definitive predictors of career sustainability, unlike
supporting the process of work-related flow. Contrasted to research interest in promoting
happiness or identifying the PERMA factor of Positive Emotions at work, flow in Csikszent-
mihalyi’s research findings is not identical to enjoyment (although enjoying the activities
is evident [31] (pp. xx–xxi)); employees prefer and engage in flow activities because they
are optimally challenging and produce experiences that are optimal in work [32]. Nei-
ther of these identified reasons for engaging in flow activities is accessible from research
concerning either happiness or PERMA factors regarding career sustainability.

From the perspective of career sustainability, work-related flow is a continuous process
undertaken throughout a career. Yet, in trying to create the conditions for flow, some
research has concentrated on how those in flow appear when engaged in flow rather
than concerning a focus on maintaining the work undertaken as part of a career [33]. In
this regard, the suggestion is that permitting employees to set up playful conditions is
a means to achieving flow [34]. The problem with centering attention on playfulness is
that flow in this manner can only be maintained when the employees are permitted to
arrange their work experience to be playful. Consequently, flow is not intrinsic to the
work undertaken [35]. Research that has depended on considering flow as sustainability
throughout a person’s career has found that psychological capital, work-related flow, and
employee creativity were significantly positively associated with each other; furthermore—
as of 2015, when this research was published [36]—men were found to have each of these
three qualities in a work-related setting more than women, likely because active, tenured,
low-strain jobs requiring substantial decision making are those that increase experiencing
flow and are the jobs for which women are unrepresented [37].
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Research focus on work-related flow has attempted in one case to consider this type
of flow as time dependent in differentiating flow from work engagement, where work
engagement is considered continuing and flow contrasted as “fleeting” [38] (p. 452). This
distinction erroneously portrays the work-related flow witnessed by Csikszentmihalyi in
his original research on 91 illustrious people [9] to be concerning what is time dependent.
Instead, Csikszentmihalyi aimed to identify what permits such people to sustain their
careers over a lifetime, and “flow” was the name he gave to his findings.

Another model developed in contrast to work engagement in considering work-related
flow that does continue to recognize flow as contingent on career sustainability is the VIVA
sustainable workplace engagement model [39]. It consists of four components: Virtuous,
Involved, Vital, and Accepting. Virtuous is being personally authentic; Involved concerns
dedication and absorption; Vital includes being alert, lively, and energetic; and Accepting
relates to perceiving life and existence as significant. What is relevant regarding this
model is that its focus is career sustainability. As such, although each of the aspects of
the model is no more than what has been identified by Csikszentmihalyi in his original
work, the arrangement of these factors into four components has made it evident that each
is necessary and sufficient for sustained work engagement over a career, i.e., to achieve
work-related flow.

The individual works of Bakker concerning his body of research on flow [17,18,40–42]
have been referenced concomitantly with the work of Csikszentmihalyi by others studying
work-related flow [6,20,21] as if these two authors’ interpretation of flow were identical.
Only one study has noted the problems inherent in this type of identification [15]. The
focus of Bakker regarding work-related flow concerns enjoyment. Although Csikszentmi-
halyi began his investigations regarding what people find enjoyable when they feel fully
engaged in challenging activities [3], he identified flow as the activity required for career
sustainability. In contrast, Bakker, in maintaining his concentration on work enjoyment,
defines work-related flow “as a short-term peak experience characterized by absorption,
work enjoyment, and intrinsic work motivation” [40]. Therefore, scholars who study flow
regarding the meaning of the term as envisioned by Bakker represent an alternative defini-
tion of flow concerning career sustainability to that of Csikszentmihalyi. Although Bakker’s
most recent publication has now modified this assessment of flow to “people sometimes
enter a state that is characterized by being fully engaged, up to the point where they tend to
have very low levels of self-reflection and are hardly conscious of their surroundings” [43],
it is still evident that Bakker’s focus regarding flow is time dependent rather than career
sustainable. Therefore, the results of studies supporting Bakker’s interpretation of flow
should not be considered an indication of measures that may affect career sustainability
concerning work-related flow.

3. Interpretation and Influences

Concerning creating the conditions necessary for career sustainability, reviews of flow
research that identify studies on work-related flow reveal little [15,22]. Only three reports
published in the last five years provide details. Figure 1 depicts these three reports and their
relationship to their cited work of Csikszentmihalyi. Notable is that an interpretation of the
theory is the basis of one of these works [24] and not Csikszentmihalyi’s theory of work-
related flow. The two other reports [44,45] published in disparate fields represent studies
directly influenced by the work-related flow theory of Csikszentmihalyi regarding career
sustainability. An examination of these three reports of Csikszentmihalyi’s influence has
been provided elsewhere [16]. Also included in Figure 1 are the references to the citations
made to the works by Csikszentmihalyi in each of these three studies [5,9,11,32,46–53].
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Figure 1. Three articles that detail the relationship between Csikszentmihalyi’s account of work-
related flow and career sustainability [24,44,45], and the Csikszentmihalyi articles cited in the three 
papers [5,9,11,32,46–53]. * This reference has been renamed by the publisher and is now called Cre-
ativity: Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and Invention. 
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Figure 1. Three articles that detail the relationship between Csikszentmihalyi’s account of work-
related flow and career sustainability [24,44,45], and the Csikszentmihalyi articles cited in the three
papers [5,9,11,32,46–53]. * This reference has been renamed by the publisher and is now called
Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and Invention.

4. Current Status

Interest in work-related flow has remained regarding career sustainability over the
years; nevertheless, research focus on career sustainability has shifted from a study of flow
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to investigations of happiness and aspects of PERMA as the predominant concerns even
when Csikszentmihalyi’s research on flow is referenced [54–57]. A paucity of research
devoted to Csikszentmihalyi’s understanding of the process of work-related flow is the
result [24,44,45]. Yet, it is a concept that has proven its value for career sustainability, unlike
either a focus on time-dependent happiness or PERMA factors, revealed to be deficient in
their construction. This lack of research is particularly evident for those careers that do not
depend on creativity and refined technical knowledge for success.

Csikszentmihalyi believed that flow could be taught. As a result, in 2010, he began
cooperative development of what is referred to as a “serious game” (an education and
training tool replicating an entertainment game) to help teach flow within work-related set-
tings [58]. The result was the leadership simulation game Flow in Good Business, referred
to as FLIGBY. According to the FLIBGY website, “FLIGBY is an online, single-user, scenario-
based Serious Game in an Interactive Movie format. This Leadership Simulation has the
look and feel of a game while simulating real-world business events and processes” [59].
FLIGBY won the “Gold Medal Prize of the International Serious Play Awards” in 2012.
By the time of research published on FLIGBY in 2017 by Buzady, over 10,000 participants
worldwide had used FLIGBY in either corporate or university settings [58]. It is unclear
whether Csikszentmihalyi believed the skills developed by FLIGBY translated to work-
related flow to promote career sustainability as he did not publish on it. One reason these
skills may not be equivalent to the flow promoting career sustainability is that progress
in this serious game is evident by users gaining trophies and badges for their successful
work [58]. As such, this type of reward system contradicts the importance of intrinsic
motivation to flow activities rather than external rewards [35]. However, Csikszentmihalyi
also believed that “most people need some inducement to participate in flow activities, at
least at the beginning, before they learn to be sensitive to intrinsic rewards” [3]. FLIGBY
rewards may produce this inducement.

5. Prospects

A redirection of development efforts to work-related flow in contrast to a focus on
promoting happiness or measuring PERMA factors can enhance career sustainability. It is
also possible that work-related flow is teachable through training involving playing the
serious game FLIGBY. In current work settings, the promotion of flow with a goal of career
sustainability concentrates on recruiting employees with the courage to be different who
possess independent thought and action and who have high levels of self-confidence [44].
Also important is supporting programs that provide those who might engage in flow with
spaces designed appropriately, time to experience valued activities, and the assignment of
open-minded supervisors in their approach to problem-solving activities—those who can
provide foundational contributions regarding the theoretical aspect of solving work-related
problems [45]. Efforts in promoting work-related flow for career sustainability should also
concentrate on finding the ways and means for more women to enter the conditions for
flow through access to active, tenured, and low-strain jobs with high decision latitude.
Affirmative action policies have been found successful in this regard [60]. Studying the
works by Csikszentmihalyi regarding work-related flow mentioned in Figure 1 would be
additionally helpful in supporting sustainable careers. In doing so, the urge to equate flow
with enjoyment should be avoided as the focus then would be setting up the conditions
for workers to focus on the time-dependent goals of being happy in contrast to a focus
on career sustainability through work that is optimally challenging, the actual intent of
Csikszentmihalyi’s theory of work-related flow.

The strengths of this analysis are that the relevance of work-related flow to career
sustainability from the point of view of Csikszentmihalyi has been made clear, and it is
now evident that Bakker’s research on work-related flow as a short-term experience differs
from considerations of career sustainability. Furthermore, this study has identified VIVA
as a model relevant to both work-related flow and career sustainability and found that
the serious game FLIGBY might teach employees work-related flow so that it is career
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sustainable. The weaknesses of this research are that there is no information identified on
the perspective of Csikszentmihalyi regarding Bakker’s view that work-related flow is a
short-term experience as the two never published together and Csikszentmihalyi did not
comment on Bakker’s work. Similarly, research is unavailable on what Csikszentmihalyi
thought of the final version of FLIGBY for teaching work-related flow. As Csikszentmihalyi
is no longer alive, it is impossible to overcome these weaknesses. What would be helpful in
this regard is for both Bakker and the creator of FLIGBY (Buzady) themselves to address
the differences between their views of work-related flow and that of Csikszentmihalyi.
In this way, the limits to how work-related flow can enhance career sustainability can
become additionally evident. As the VIVA model has elements directly related to career
sustainability in work-related flow, continued research regarding this model is advised.
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