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1. Introduction

MIHALY CSIKSZENTMIHALYI

Some ten years ago the first publications reporting studies of what we
have called the “flow experience” appeared in print, beginning with an
article in the Journal of Humanistic Psychology and then the book Beyond
Boredom and Anxiety (Csikszentmihalyi 1975a, 1975b). In the relatively
short span of time since those unheralded beginnings, scholars in a
variety of disciplines have found the concept of an optimal state of
experience theoretically useful. A great amount of research has accu-
mulated during the decade, and some of the results are now being
applied in educational, clinical, and commercial settings. Flow has be-
come a technical term in the field of intrinsic motivation. This intro-
duction briefly reviews the events related to the development of this
concept, and the rest of the volume presents some of the most repre-
sentative and important contributions to the study of the flow experience
during these crucial initial years.

The prehistory of the flow concept: before 1975

I was led to investigate the range of experiences that eventually became
known as flow by certain observations I had made in the course of my
doctoral research with a group of male artists (Csikszentmihalyi 1965;
Getzels & Csikszentmihalyi 1976). The artists I studied spent hour after
hour each day painting or sculpting with great concentration. They ob-
viously enjoyed their work immensely, and thought it was the most
important thing in the world. Yet it was quite typical for an artist to lose
all interest in the painting he had spent so much time and effort working
on as soon as it was finished. As long as he was at work on a canvas,
the artist was completely immersed in the painting. It filled his thoughts
for twenty-four hours a day. Yet as soon as the paint was dry, he usually
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4  Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi

stacked the canvas in a distant corner of the studio against a wall and
promptly forgot it.

Few artists expected any of their paintings to make them rich or fa-
mous. Why, then, did they work so hard at the easel — as hard as any
executive hoping for a raise or a promotion? None of the extrinsic re-
wards that usually motivate behavior seemed to be present. Money and
recognition appeared to play a minimal part. The object itself — the
finished work of art — held few attractions once it was finished. So what
accounted for the deep fascination that painting had for the artists?

The deterministic metaphysics underlying modern science suggested
that there must be an answer (Popper 1965, p. 61). Regularities in human
behavior don’t just happen by chance. They are either caused or they
have reasons. In psychology, the most widely held causal explanation
for why artists paint is some variant of the notion of “sublimation.”
They enjoy painting, according to this explanation, because it is the
closest socially acceptable symbolic expression of the artists’ true desires,
which are repressed instinctual cravings. But if one observes artists at
work for any length of time, the sublimation hypothesis wears thin fairly
soon. There is just too much genuine excitement and involvement with
the emerging forms and colors to explain it all in terms of a substitution
for something else. And why does the artist typically keep seeking ever
more complex challenges, why does he constantly perfect his skills if
the whole point is to experience vicariously the simple forbidden plea-
sures of his sexual programming? Up to a certain point sublimation as
a cause might be a useful proposition. A few of the artists seemed to
have begun painting partly to resolve an Oedipal tangle, or even earlier
repressions. But whatever the original cause might have been, it was
obvious that the activity of painting produced its own autonomous po-
sitive rewards.

Nor were these rewards something that artists expected to achieve
after the activity was completed. The usual reason for actions that are
not driven by causes is the expectation of reaching a goal-state that acts
as a reward for the action. But the reason for painting did not seem to
be the usual desire to achieve external goals. That suggested that the
reasons might be within the activity: that the rewards of painting came
from painting itself.

In the mid-sixties, when these observations were being made, few
psychologists were as yet interested in intrinsic motivation; the ruling
paradigm was still exclusively focused on explaining behavior in terms
of extrinsic rewards. One of the few exceptions was Abraham Maslow.



Introduction b

His distinction between process and product orientations in creative be-
havior, which led him to identify “peak experiences,” was the concep-
tual framework closest to the phenomena I was trying to understand
(Maslow 1965, 1968). He described people who behaved like the artists
in my study: people who worked hard not in order to get conventional
rewards, but because the work itself was rewarding. Maslow ascribed
the motivation to a desire for “self-actualization,” a need to discover
one’s potentialities and limitations through intense activity and
experience.

Maslow’s explanation was compelling, but it left many questions un-
answered. For example, could any kind of process — or activity — give
intrinsic rewards, or only a few chosen ones, like the making of art? Did
all intrinsically rewarding experiences feel the same; were the intrinsic
rewards from art the same as those one gets from sports, or from writing
poetry? Did all people have the same propensity to be intrinsically mo-
tivated, or did one have to be born an artist to enjoy the making of art?
Maslow’s pioneering work, primarily idiographic and reflective in na-
ture, did not explore very far the empirical implications of these ideas.

Still intrigued by the question of intrinsic motivation, I turned to the
literature on play in the hope of finding an explanation. A substantial
body of thought had been developing about the play of children (Piaget
1951; Sutton-Smith 1971) and of adults (Huizinga [1939] 1970; Caillois
1958; Sutton-Smith & Roberts 1963). Play is clearly intrinsically moti-
vated. Whatever its evolutionary significance and adaptive value might
be (Beach 1945; Bekoff 1972, 1978; Fagen 1981; Smith 1982), people play
because it is enjoyable. My contribution to this literature in the late sixties
was an article describing the historical changes in the way rock climbing
has been practiced and experienced (Csikszentmihalyi 1969), and an
embryonic model of the flow experience developed with H. Stith Ben-
nett, who at that time was a student at Lake Forest College (Csikszent-
mihalyi & Bennett 1971).

By the early seventies, research on intrinsic motivation was gathering
momentum at a few universities. The theoretical justification for this
movement can be traced in part to D. O. Hebb's (1955, 1966) “optimal
arousal hypothesis” that was extensively studied by Daniel Berlyne and
J. McV. Hunt, among others (Hunt 1965; Berlyne 1960, 1966; Day, Ber-
lyne, & Hunt 1971). This hypothesis was a way to account for laboratory
experiments showing that even rats did not work exclusively to get food
or to avoid shocks, but were also motivated by novelty, curiosity, and
competence “drives” (Harlow 1953; Butler & Alexander 1955; White
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1959). If any new stimulus could start complex exploratory behavior on
the part of a monkey or a rat, this meant that the days when a few basic
drives could account for everything an animal did were over. Among
the influential statements that have supported this position were the
volume edited by Fiske and Maddi (1961), the theoretical article by Dem-
ber (1974), and the review by deCharms and Muir (1978).

The first generation of researchers to focus directly on intrinsic mo-
tivation included Richard deCharms (1968, 1976), who earlier had in-
vestigated the achievement motive with David McClelland. His review
of the literature on social motivation almost a decade ago (deCharms &
Muir 1978) helped put the concept of intrinsic motivation on the intel-
lectual agenda of psychologists. In his research, deCharms found strik-
ing differences among schoolchildren in terms of whether they did or
did not feel in control of their lives. He called the first type “origins,”
because they believed that what they did was what they wanted to do;
and he called the second type “pawns,”” because they felt that they were
just being pushed around by outside forces. An important characteristic
of the “origins” was their intrinsic motivation: Since they felt they owned
their behavior, they took it more seriously and enjoyed it regardless of
outside recognition. Indeed, deCharms hypothesized that in contrast to
what drive theories might predict, if people were rewarded for doing
things they had initially chosen spontaneously, their intrinsic motivation
to do them would decrease.

At the University of Rochester, Edward Deci tested deCharms’s pre-
diction (1971, 1972, 1975). He found that if people were given money
for doing things they enjoyed, they lost interest in those things faster
than when they were not rewarded. Deci agreed with deCharms that
under such conditions people came to see their involvement in the ac-
tivity as being instrumental, controlled by external forces rather than
freely chosen. Recognition of the reality of intrinsic motivation led Deci
and his colleagues by an inevitable logic to investigations of autonomy
and self-determination (Deci & Ryan 1985).

Mark Lepper’s team of researchers at Stanford University discovered
intrinsic motivation at about the same time. They were influenced by
the social psychology of Heider (1958) and Kelley (1967, 1973), which
ascribed greater importance to causal attributions than earlier cognitive
theories of motivation had, and by the self-perception theory of Bem
(1967, 1972), which assigns a similar autonomous power to the self con-
struct. Studying children engaged in play activities, Lepper’s team rep-
licated and refined the overjustification findings, specifying the



