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Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

When I was around 9 I had an epiphany that I’ll never forget. It was the middle of the summer, I was 

mowing my lawn, and a thought came to me: “Why do I hate this?” I knew it was “work”, and everybody 

hates work, but I kept asking myself why, why, why.  

As this epiphany hit me something happened. I put myself into a state where mowing my lawn was 

enjoyable. This then translated to homework, showering, you name it and I became a productivity 

machine because all the things I thought to be boring/difficult were now enjoyable. 

About three weeks later this spirit was gone, I went back to hate mowing the lawn, never returning to 

this altered state, until this book re-sparked this experience.  

Flow is about controlling NOT external circumstances, but rather the way we interpret them. The 

message is that if we can control our perception of our external environment, we can engage in flow 

states and reach our full potential.  

 

My Takeaway 

Whether being the best dad, the best investor, the best mechanic, attaining a flow state is the secret 

ingredient.  

This book will show us how to attain flow through control. 

It also might wake you up out of your current life. For those who are in jobs for the “paychecks”, or in a 

relationship because you’re supposed to, this book might do some shattering in your psyche. But that’s 

alright!  

 

Let’s Connect! 

jjjjjjjjjjjjjj

jjjjjjjjjjjjjj

jjjjjjjjjjjjjj 

jjjjjjjjjjjjjj

jjjjjjjjjjjjjj

jjjjjjjjjjjjjj 

 

jjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjj

jjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjj

jjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjj 

5 

Complexity (From 0-10) My Rating (From 0-5) 

https://twitter.com/matthewrmottola?lang=en
https://twitter.com/matthewrmottola?lang=en
https://twitter.com/matthewrmottola?lang=en
http://www.matthewrmottola.com/
http://www.matthewrmottola.com/
http://www.matthewrmottola.com/


Matthew R. Mottola | 2  
 

Chapter 1: Happiness Revisited 

 

What is Flow 

Definition: “the state in which people are so involved in an activity that nothing else seems to matter” 

In my book I call this the auto-pilot habit loop, in which we create auto-pilot energy currents that dictate 

every thought, feeling, and eventually action we take. This is important because as we learn below, 

everything that happens to us is a result of deeper forces. Each thought/emotion is the result of forces 

below our conscious understanding. Each external event that happens is the result of a karmic loop, in 

which each action you take dictates a course of action that lays outside of your control. My favorite 

quote is Nick Carraway in the Great Gatsby who says, “I was within and without, simultaneously”. What 

this means is that we have control, but we can’t see what’s making it happen.  

The result of understanding this idea of flow is optimal experience.  

 

What is Optimal Experience 

Optimal experience is the greatest possible result for one’s goals. It can be being the best doctor, the 

best accountant, the best father, whatever. What is important is that one understands optimal 

experience is not a linear path, meaning you can’t track it and say, “ If I do X, then Y will occur”. 

As Victor Frankl of Man’s Search for Meaning puts it: “Don’t aim at success – the more you aim at it and 

make it a target, the more you are going to miss it. For success, like happiness, cannot be pursued; it 

must ensue…as the unintended side effect of one’s personal dedication to a course greater than 

oneself” – Victor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning 

 

Prerequisite for Flow: Control  

Control: The understanding that you have control over your life.  

Control comes down to reclaiming experience, which is the individual taking responsibility for the life in 

front of them. Steve Jobs has a great speech where he talks of society as nothing more than a man-

made creation. He says society is malleable, and that one bend it to their will. This book takes on a 

similar stance:  

“To overcome the anxieties and depressions of contemporary life, individuals must become 

independent of the social environment to the degree that they no longer respond exclusively in terms of 

its rewards and punishments”.  

This control also results from our perception of experience. I told you my lawn mowing story. According 

to Epictetus, “Men are not afraid of things, but of how they view them”.  
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What’s in the Way? 

“The foremost reason that happiness is so hard to achieve is that the universe was not designed with 

the comfort of human beings in mind.” 

Two things in the way of flow: Chaos and our genetic programming.  

Chaos: As the quote explains, life isn’t smooth, it’s not linear, it’s for lack of a better term – a shit-show 

with ourselves trying to not get sucked up.  

Genetic Programming: We are slaves to our emotions. I explain this through the idea of energy currents 

and each current creating snowballs that become our emotions, thoughts, and then action. These 

emotions mostly use processing that was carried over from our cavemen days. They are short-term 

survival hacks that leave us rear-ended in today’s environment.  

“Submission to genetic programming can become quite dangerous because it leaves us helpless. A 

person who cannot override genetic instructions when necessary is always vulnerable. Instead of 

deciding how to act in terms of personal goals, he has to surrender to the things that his body has been 

programmed (or misprogrammed) to do.” 

 

Chapter 2: The Anatomy of Consciousness 

 

What is Consciousness 

“The function of consciousness is to represent information about what is happening outside and inside 

the organism in such a way that it can be evaluated and acted upon by the body.” 

Your conscious is what’s trying to make sense of everything.  

 

Intention 

“The force that keeps information in consciousness ordered”. 

I symbolize this through a magnet, in which opportunities outside of your consciousness understanding 

present themselves.  

Here’s a better example: karma. Karma is the belief that what comes around goes around. With 

intentions, what you order as important will inevitably dictate the opportunities that come your way.  
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Attention 

How can one carry out their intention to create their best suited consciousness? Through exercising the 

muscle of attention. Attention is the ability to choose which bits of information they will allow their 

conscious to intake.  

The author attributes attention to the equivalent of energy, in that attention is the energy that creates 

the world we see in front us.  

“The mark of a person who is in control of consciousness is the ability to focus attention at will, to be 

oblivious to distractions, to concentrate for as long as it takes to achieve a goal, and not longer”.  

“The shape and content of life depend on how attention has been used…we create ourselves by how we 

invest this energy”. 

 

Psychic Entropy  

“One of the main forces that affects consciousness adversely is psychic disorder – that is, information 

that conflicts with existing intentions, or distracts us from carrying them out.”  

Each bit of stimulus we allow in our consciousness holds a positive or negative effect. If the stimulus is 

aligned with our intentions, then we build ourselves closer to flow. If not, we engage in what the author 

calls psychic entropy. 

 

Chapter 3: Enjoyment and the Quality of Life 

 

Enjoyment 

One must differentiate between pleasure and enjoyment. Pleasure is the short term benefit of external 

rewards. 

The author demonstrates the fable of King Midas here. King Midas wished that everything he touched 

would turn to gold. When the gods granted this wish, the heaven he expected turned to hell when 

everything from the plates he ate on the actual food became gold, leaving him to die in his “riches”.  

Pleasure: Fulfillment of biological expectation. 

Enjoyment: Above and beyond expectation. 

Enjoyment can only be attained by hard work, and the author proposed these requirements to create 

the condition when we confront tasks that: 

1: We have a chance of completing 

2: Ability to concentrate  
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3: Clear goals 

4: Immediate feedback 

5: Deep but effortless involvement that removes one from the worries of everyday life (Flow 

State) 

6: Control over the action 

7: Concern for self disappears  lack of ego  

8: Time is altered  hours become minutes   

 

The Autotelic Experience 

A flow activity is one that is “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”. 

What he’s saying is one must engage in the process, NOT because of the reward.  

 

Chapter 4 & 5 

 

It Takes Work 

 

Both of these chapters cover an extremely important principle – flow is the result of taking action and 

actually doing the work. 

The author discusses this first through the use of television in America. He tells us of how although 

Americans enjoy more free time in modern society, there’s no evidence to show we’re “happier”, or 

achieving more flow state. Instead we’re giving into leisure and creating less flow. 

His second example is relationships. He says any young schmuck can “fall in love”. But after the physical 

sense of love gets old, romance must kick in. However, unless both parties have been actively working 

towards romance, the relationship will only whither.  
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Chapter 6: The Flow of Thought 

 

Back to Chaos in Consciousness 

This chapter covers how our mind is normally in a state of chaos and how it takes directed attention to 

withhold the trap.  

“But when we are left alone, with no demands on attention, the basic order of the mind reveals itself. 

With nothing to do, it begins to follow random patterns, usually stopping to consider something painful 

or disturbing. Unless a person knows how to give order to his or her thoughts, attention will be attracted 

to whatever is most problematic at the moment: it will focus on some real or imaginary pain, on recent 

grudges or long-term frustrations. Entropy is the normal state of consciousness – a condition that is 

neither useful nor enjoyable”.  

 

The Solution: Narratives 

The way to break this is through refining the stories we tell ourselves. I discuss deeper in how to do this 

in my book, but the goal is to be put into a purposive state, one where you act from your intentions, 

rather than a reactive state, or the state in which the external environment controls you. 

 

Chapter 7: Work as Flow 

The author debunks the work/life balance mantra by showing examples of people who absolutely loved 

their work. He also shows that any job can become one of a flow state depending on one’s perception.  

 

Chapter 8: Enjoying Solitude and Other People 

 

Differentiation & integration 

The key to maintaining relationships comes down to maintaining both differentiation and integration. 

Differentiation: Each person is encouraged to develop his/her unique skills, goals, intentions, etc.  

Integration: What happens to one person will affect the others. 
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Chapter 9: Creating Chaos 

 

Tragedies Transformed 

“Conversely, many individuals who have suffered harshly end up not only surviving, but also thoroughly 

enjoying their lives.” 

When you really break down extremely successful people, you start seeing some weird patterns. One is 

there is a high level of dyslexia, a learning disorder. Two is the existence of tragedy. The author takes 

this head on in this chapter and discusses what differentiates those who fall and those overcome.  

“Material conditions are secondary: they only affect us indirectly, by way of experience.”  

What differentiates those who overcome and those who don’t? 

The way people react, either in a positive response called the “mature defense”, or the negative 

response called the “neurotic defense”, or “regressive coping”.  

 

Finding Value in Waste 

What would you do if you walked into a house and there was a big pile of sh** in the living room? Most 

would close their nose, or leave, but if you’re especially prone to deal with tragedy in a positive way 

then you’d say, “there must be a pony here”.  

That is because one of the main indicators of those with positive reactions is their ability to take what 

other people look at as waste and find value.  

The author uses the example of plants and sunlight. Pre-Tesla, sun was looked at as waste – besides for 

plants. 

“Plants have found a way to transform this wasted energy into the building blocks out of which leaves, 

flowers, fruits, bark, and timber are fashioned.” 

With us, the equivalent is the ability to take terrible events and turn them into positives. For example, if 

one had a parent who left them, looking at that as a reason to never leave their own kid, and not follow 

in the same footsteps.  

 

Practical Application 

It all “sounds” great, but how the hell can we actually apply this? Through these steps: 

Step 1: Self-Efficacy & Humility 

One must believe destiny is in the fate of their own hands. They must also have the humility to engage 

in actions not self-centric.  
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Humility: “the recognition that one’s goals may have to be subordinated to a greater entity, and that to 

succeed one may have to play by a different set of rules from what one would prefer”.  

Step 2: Focusing attention on the world 

In tragedy it is easy to look inward. Why me? How could this happen to me? Followed by obsessive 

emotions. 

The author proposes the opposite approach, instead to look to the world and engulf in your 

surroundings.  

“The person whose attention is immersed in the environment becomes part of it – she participates in 

the system by linking herself to it through psychic energy. This, in turn, makes it possible for her to 

understand the properties of the system, so that she can find a better way to adapt to a problematic 

situation” 

 

 

 

Like What You See? To learn more check 

this out! 
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