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The Science Behind Flow at Work

“The serenity that comes when heart, will, and mind are on the same page. In moments of
flow what we feel, what we wish, and what we think are in harmony.”

“When goals are clear, feedback relevant, challenges and skills are in balance, attention
becomes ordered and fully invested. There is no space in consciousness for distracting
thoughts, irrelevant feelings. Self-consciousness disappears, yet one feels stronger than usual.”

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi

Introduction

Work can be one of the most joyful, most fulfilling aspects of life, though too often and for
too many people it seems to be a source of frustration they don’t know how to avoid. Indeed,
the way we experience our working life has a tremendous positive or negative impact on our
well-being. Today business leaders are among the most influential members of society, and
therefore they have a prominent role in increasing happiness in the world. The present
technical note will focus on how leaders and managers can learn to create a rewarding work
environment that paves the way for an enjoyable life not only in individual terms but also in
terms of contributing to the sum of happiness within their companies and in society at large.

Happiness at work brings many benefits such as better performance, higher productivity,
increased creativity and higher organizational citizenship behavior.' Happy workers show up
at work on time, take fewer sick days, help their colleagues and generally get along better
with coworkers and supervisors. Likewise, happy workers earn more money: more
specifically, longitudinal studies have found that cheerful people end up earning
approximately 30% percent higher salaries than their less cheerful counterparts.” A great part
of whether we enjoy our work is the attitude we take towards our jobs. If we decide that
work is an opportunity to take on new challenges, to develop our strengths, help others, and
improve the world, it is more likely that our work will be enjoyable, and we will do those
extra things that make us better individuals.
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Although work can be a source of meaning and purpose in peoples’ lives, recent findings
from a large-scale study show that engaging in paid work is one of the activities that people
least like doing in terms of their immediate feelings of happiness.’ Strikingly, paid work is
ranked lower than any of the 39 other activities included in the study, with the exception of
being sick in bed. This leaves us with the question of why work appears to have such an
adverse effect on people’s momentary well-being. We know that part of the answer is that
individuals and their organizations are not trained to craft their workplaces by searching for
new and exciting challenges, being mindful, savoring work, experiencing flow and using
character strengths to the utmost. In this technical note we aim to focus on how individuals
and organizations can craft the workplace so it can become a place where people find
happiness as well as meaning and value in their lives.

These may be seen as overambitious goals that are beyond our reach. But the way we spend
our working life, making our daily existence joyous and rewarding, or boring and stressful,
depends to a large extent on each of us. Likewise, the work environment can be a source of
happiness, meaning, the happier we are, the happier our work colleagues will be and the
other way around. For this reason, anyone in charge of a workplace is obliged to consider the
following question: How am I contributing to my own well-being, that of my employees and
that of society at large?

Over the last few years we have witnessed the proliferation of self-help books in the area of
happiness and well-being. Many of these publications tackle a superficial level of analysis
that, due to its lack of scientific foundation, often leads to unsatisfactory results for readers.
The current technical note unfolds against the scientific backdrop of positive psychology,
with the objective of offering a solid scientific approach to improving executives’, managers’
and employees’ well-being.

The science of positive psychology is an emerging interdisciplinary field that was initiated
more than a decade ago in some very prestigious universities in the United States, with the
deliberate intention of studying the positive aspects of human experience that are conducive
to human flourishing.* At the subjective level, the science of positive psychology is about
valued subjective experience: well-being, contentment, and satisfaction (past), hope and
optimism (future), mindfulness, savoring and flow (present). At the individual level, it is
about positive individual traits — the capacity for love, courage, empathy, aesthetic
sensibility, perseverance, forgiveness, creativity, future-mindedness, spirituality and wisdom,
among other character strengths. At the group level, it is about civic virtues and the
institutions that move individuals toward better citizenship, such as responsibility,
nurturance, altruism, civility, moderation, tolerance and work ethic.’

Overall, one of the main objectives of positive psychology is to study the subjective
experience of enjoyment, which leads to personal growth and long-term happiness. In this
sense, the concept of flow has yielded useful insights regarding how we can direct our
psychic energy to get more enjoyment in our jobs. In the present technical note we will
describe how flow can be achieved at work and the way in which it can enhance job
performance, increase motivation and enjoyment for oneself and others. In particular we will
explain the theoretical underpinnings of flow and some practical recommendations for
enhancing optimal experience at work.
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What Makes People Happy?

After almost a century of neglect, psychologists have finally started to turn their attention to
the topic of what makes people happy.® Strong relationships — a stable marriage, many
friends — are correlated with happiness, as is belonging to a community. An extroverted,
curious and optimistic character helps. So does having a job that one enjoys.” Conversely,
money and material possessions do not seem to increase happiness above a minimum
threshold.? In other words, if you are poor, increasing your income increases your level of
happiness; however, if you have already a reasonable income, additional money does not
appear to bring any significant benefit in terms of happiness.® Different findings from recent
studies on human flourishing demonstrate that the most basic needs are those that ensure
survival — food, clothing, housing. >'° Many people around the globe don’t know where their
next meal will come from; for them, satisfying their hunger brings a measure of happiness.
Nonetheless, for those of us who are fortunate enough that we do not have to worry about
our next meal, more food or more warm clothes can only add limited value to our happiness.
Even a gorgeous mansion with all the imaginable commodities may feel like a cold and
empty habitat.

In this sense, money can help attain psychological wealth, but it is only one ingredient in
happiness.'' More specifically, in order to be happy one must enhance each of the different
ingredients of psychological wealth, which according to Ed Diener, distinguished professor of
psychology at the University of Illinois, consists of: 1) life satisfaction; 2) spirituality and
meaning in life; 3) positive attitudes and emotions; 3) loving social relationships; 4) engaging
activities and work; 5) values and life goals to achieve them; 6) physical and mental health
and 7) material goods sufficient to meet our needs. Ultimately, our quality of life will depend
on developing each of these aspects.

Likewise, a clear factor which can undermine happiness is “social comparison.” In other
words, comparing ourselves to people we admire with the objective of becoming better at a
specific task can be healthy and inspiring. However, if we are continuously comparing
ourselves to everyone in our work environment and we pretend to be different than we really
are with the aim of being accepted by others, it can hinder our well-being. In fact, it has
been said that “Social comparison is the main source of unhappiness in the Western world.”"*

We all come into this life equipped with an array of strengths and personal resources, though
we may not even be aware of most of them. Some say that we are a miracle of adaptation or
a bundle of resources. According to some scholars, the highest level of happiness can be
found through the process in which we are able to express all of our potentialities.” As
humans, we are happiest when we use the maximum and the best of our physical and mental
strengths.

4 It is important to note that research studies on money’s influence on happiness often lead to different findings and sometimes
contradicting results. For instance, some scholars have found that people with higher income tend to be happier (e.g., Gradner &
Oswald, 2007), while other researchers have found that even extraordinary poor people can be happy (e.g., Biswas-Diener & Diener,
2006). Hence, it seems difficult to sum up with a simplistic yes or no answer to the question of whether money causes happiness.
Overall, it seems that more important that the absolute amount of your paycheck or your exact net worth is your attitude towards
your money and the ways in which you spend it.

IESE Business School-University of Navarra

A
q|)/

DPON-108-E




