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Where do people experience flow in the 215t century? Re-assessing
activities and environments for flow
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ABSTRACT

Flow supports psychological wellbeing. But where do optimal experiences of flow
occur? Existing studies of flow activities are increasingly outdated and don’t account for
changing patterns of time use. Further, the physical environments where flow
experiences happen have not been empirically examined. This research explores flow
activities and environments within a UK-based (Study 1, n=4000) and international
(Study 2, n=839) sample. Commonly reported flow activities were largely consistent
with existing research, with activities such as work, sport, reading, arts, and contemplative
practices being frequently mentioned. Flow environments were varied, but the home
and nature were prominent themes. Whilst certain flow activities tended to be reported
alongside certain flow environments (e.g. sports outdoors and computer in residential
spaces), others (e.g. art, music, reading) were not associated with specific locations.
Together, findings consolidate understandings of the common sites of flow and provide
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Introduction

Flow experiences can help enhance individual wellbeing (Tse et al., 2021) and performance (Harris et al.,
2023). But where exactly do these beneficial flow experiences occur? Despite Csikszentmihalyi's (1992)
suggestion that any activity can theoretically be crafted to provide flow, research has tended to show
that there are types of activity that are well suited to supporting the experience. These include work and
leisure activities such as art and sports (Isham et al., 2019; Magyarédi & Oladh, 2015). Understanding the
types of activities that are well-suited to flow is important because it allows for practical steps to encour-
age flow experiences and thus improve wellbeing. However, much of the existing work examining
flow-conducive activities is now outdated. Considering how patterns of time use have changed over the
last decade, it is important to gather an updated understanding of where people are experiencing flow.
Further, in considering where flow occurs, most attention has been given to activities. The physical loca-
tions in which flow happens have not been properly examined. Whilst flow activities and environments
are likely to be intertwined, it is crucial to determine how features of the physical environment may
support or disrupt flow experiences to understand how processes such as urbanisation or rises in home
working may influence opportunities for flow.

What is flow?

Flow is a psychological state that has been proposed to represent an example of optimal experience
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1992). When in flow, people feel completely immersed and concentrated on the activ-
ity they are engaged in. They are not thinking about their everyday worries, time, or other people’s
judgements (Jackson & Eklund, 2004). Instead, they are intensely involved in the present moment,
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experiencing a sense of control as their actions and awareness merge to give a sense of effortless move-
ment (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). Flow experiences are suggested to be autotelic in that the state of being
in flow is inherently rewarding and enjoyable (Abuhamdeh, 2020), so much so that people will often
choose to engage in an activity simply to try and enter the flow state.

In line with its description as a form of optimal experience, flow has been linked to numerous bene-
fits. For the individual, frequent experiences of flow are associated with higher levels of both subjective
(Tse et al.,, 2021) and eudaimonic (Asakawa, 2004) wellbeing, as well as enhanced performance in activ-
ities such as sports (Bakker et al., 2011), computer games (Ehrel & Jamet, 2019), and education (Sumaya
& Darling, 2018). On a more collective level, the mutual experience of flow within groups can help to
build feelings of unity and social integration (van den Hout, 2018; Zumeta et al.,, 2016). Some research
has even suggested that flow could help to support ecological wellbeing by encouraging stronger con-
cern for the environment (Isham & Jackson, 2025).

Given these benefits, scholars have aimed to understand the conditions that can support the creation
of flow experiences. Csikszentmihalyi (1975) initially outlined several conditions that could support the
experience of flow. These were that an individual needed to perceive clear goals alongside immediate
feedback concerning their progress towards these. Further, the individual should be faced with some level
of challenge that requires them to make use of their skills, whilst still being able to successfully engage
with the task. More recent research has explored other individual-level and situational characteristics that
are associated with a greater tendency to experience flow, such as greater self-control (Isham et al., 2021),
low levels of perfectionism (Arslan & Altan-Atalay, 2023), and situational ambience (Ding & Hung, 2021).

Flow activities

Although Csikszentmihalyi (1992) stated that theoretically any activity could be moulded to support flow,
certain activities may be more likely to facilitate flow experiences given that their characteristics support
the conditions of flow. For example, activities must be able to provide a sufficient level of challenge and
require a high level of concentration whilst also having clear goals (Jackson & Eklund, 2004). Indeed, the
literature has outlined several types of activities that people often report experiencing flow in.

For example, research has tended to show that people are more likely to experience flow during their
work than leisure time (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). This is perhaps unsurprising given that at work people
typically have a specific job to do and therefore clear goals for the day. Outside of work, the leisure
activities that have been found to often support the experience of flow tend to revolve around several
themes. Isham et al. (2019) examined experience sampling data taken from the members of 500US fam-
ilies and found that the type of leisure activities in which people were reporting the most high-quality
experiences of flow fell into five categories: (1) romantic relationships (e.g. spending time with a partner,
physical and sexual intimacy), (2) contemplative activities (e.g. prayer, meditation, yoga), (3) creative
activities (e.g. arts and crafts, singing and dancing), (4) sports and physical exercise (e.g. cycling, aero-
bics), and (5) social engagement (e.g. playing with children and talking with neighbours). Other studies
have supported these findings (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Phillips, 2005; Rogatko, 2009). For example, using
a Hungarian sample, Magyarédi and Olah (2015) found that the most frequently mentioned flow activi-
ties included work, reading, sports, and creative activities. Work by Pritikin and Schmidt (2022) distin-
guished between physical activities in terms of their propensity to support flow. They found that activities
such as martial arts and climbing were better equipped to support flow than activities such as running
or walking in their US-based sample. Exploring the flow experiences of Italian university students during
the COVID-19 pandemic, Mangialavori et al. (2024) highlighted that productive activities such as learning
tasks alongside leisure activities (predominantly sports, arts, and reading) were the most common flow
activities. It is important to note that flow can be experienced in both solitary and social activities (Liu
& Csikszentmihalyi, 2020; Magyarédi & Olah, 2015).

Today, much of the research on flow is focused on understanding the experience in specific contexts
such as sport or education, effective measurement, and the conditions (especially in the workplace) of
flow (Engeser et al., 2021). Apart from Magyarddi and Oldh (2015) and Mangialavori et al. (2024) surveys,
we do not have an up-to-date examination of the different activities in which people commonly experi-
ence flow. Isham et al. (2019) work was based on experience sampling data that was collected between
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1998 and 2000. In the last 20years, we have observed changes in time-use patterns. For example, people
now spend more time indoors and use a greater range of screen-based technologies (Mullan, 2019; Van
Dam & Morath, 2016). Indeed, a large body of literature now explores how flow experiences can be
facilitated within video game contexts (Cowley et al., 2008; Michailidis et al., 2018). In addition, the field
of consumer psychology has focused on trying to promote flow within shopping environments (Ettis,
2017; Hsu et al., 2012). An updated understanding of the activities in which people are experiencing flow
in the 21 century would therefore be valuable.

Flow environments

In comparison to individual and activity characteristics, the influence of physical environments on flow has
received less attention. This is perhaps due to the difficulty in untangling the relative influence of activity
and environment characteristics. Nevertheless, a scoping review by Cumming et al. (2025) highlighted that
certain environmental features have been spoken about in relation to supporting flow experiences in dif-
ferent contexts. For instance, positive effects of contact with nature on flow have been observed across
activities including running (Jackman et al,, 2021), Qigong (Hung, Chou, et al,, 2021), and adventure-based
learning (Mackenzie et al., 2018). The same effect occurs with virtual reality environments depicting moun-
tains and forests (Chirico & Gaggioli, 2018), which have been found to support high levels of flow. Natural
soundscapes and birdsong have also been reported to help facilitate flow experiences (Boudreau et al., 2022).

Beyond supporting specific activities, certain types of environments or environmental features may
therefore facilitate the characteristics of flow. For example, natural environments may promote a sense
of ‘being away’ from daily life, contributing to the self-transcendent nature of flow (Woéran & Arnberger,
2012). Environments that are more familiar or private may foster feelings of safety, allowing individuals
to focus entirely on the activity at hand and thus supporting the intense concentration required for flow
(Dahan & Goldberg, 2025). It is important to determine whether certain types of environments are better
equipped to support flow, as this raises questions around accessibility and opportunities for flow. With
increasing urbanisation, are we losing opportunities for flow if natural environments support the experi-
ence according to existing research? Similarly, changes to the structure of our working lives, largely
because of the COVID-19 pandemic, mean that more people are working from home. The impacts the
locations where we undertake activities have on flow experiences will have consequences for people’s
ability to experience positive impacts on their wellbeing in those spaces.

The present research

The aims of this research are twofold. First, we aim to offer an updated understanding of the types of
activities that commonly support the experience of flow. Second, we aim to offer new insights concern-
ing the types of environment people report experiencing flow in, and how these might be associated
with different types of flow activities. To achieve these aims, we used two surveys. The first (Study 1) was
administered to a large, nationally representative sample of adults in the UK and focused solely on flow
activities. The second (Study 2) was administered to an international sample and asked about flow activ-
ities and environments.

Study 1

Study 1 aimed to provide an updated understanding of the types of activities that commonly support
the experience of flow, using a large UK-based sample.

Method

Participants
A nationally representative sample of 4000 adults in the UK was recruited via an external market research
company. We aimed for the largest possible sample size within our funding constraints to allow for
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greater representativeness of flow activities. Quotas were implemented concerning age, gender, socio-
economic status, and geographical region using the latest available government census data. Full details
of the different categories and corresponding quotas are given in Appendix A. Overall, 1937 members of
the sample were male and 2063 female. The median age group was 45-54years old. Thirty-seven per
cent had completed a bachelor’s degree or higher. The study passed an ethical assessment in line with
the University of Surrey’s ethical guidelines.

Measures

The Flow Questionnaire (FQ: Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi, 1988) was the first proposed means of
measuring flow. It starts by proposing three descriptions of the flow experience, based on the interviews
conducted by Csikszentmihalyi (1975) across several domains. The three descriptions are:

‘My mind isn't wandering. | am not thinking of something else. | am totally involved in what | am doing. My
body feels good. | don’t seem to hear anything. The world seems to be cut off from me. | am less aware of
myself and my problems!

‘My concentration is like breathing, | never think of it. When | start, | really do shut out the world. | am really
quite oblivious to my surroundings after | really get going. | think that the phone could ring, and the doorbell
could ring or the house burn down or something like that. When | start | really do shut out the world. Once
| stop | can let it back in again!

‘I am so involved in what | am doing. | don’t see myself as separate from what | am doing’

Participants were asked to read the quotes and to answer (yes or no) if they have felt similar experi-
ences. We instructed participants to reflect upon the last year, in particular. This binary question distin-
guishes between those people who do and do not experience flow in their lives. Following this, those
individuals who had reported experiencing flow were asked one further question. That is, they were
asked to list the activities that they were engaged in when they were having their flow experiences.
There were no limits to the number of different activities that participants could name. This allowed us
to see all the activities in which flow experiences were taking place.

Results and discussion

Of the 4000 respondents, 1820 stated that they had had an experience like that being described in the
quotes. Of the 1820 people who agreed that they had had a flow-like experience, 1517 listed at least
one activity that this experience occurred during. Across all 1517 individuals, 2121 individual activities
were noted, but many of these overlapped. Overall, 99 different types of activity were covered in the
2121 individual activity reports. We first sorted the activity items in four broad categories, in line with
previous work on flow activities (Delle Fave et al., 2011). These were productive activities, free time,
interactions, and introspection. Two independent coders assigned all 99 activity items into these four
categories. The two coders demonstrated 97% agreement in their classifications. Discrepancies mainly
concerned whether activities such as decorating were productive or free time. Both coders also agreed
that within the four broader themes there were certain salient groups of activity types. For example, lots
of activities were examples of sport or engagement with music. All 99 activity types and their classifica-
tions into one of the four broader categories are shown in Figure 1. For each activity type, we note the
corresponding frequency for the number of times that it was mentioned as a flow activity by partici-
pants. The activity sub-groups noted by the two coders are also highlighted by boxes.

Work, sports, and reading were by far the most common flow activities. They were followed by several
creative (e.g. arts and crafts, writing), technical (e.g. building, computer), and contemplative (e.g. medita-
tion and mindfulness) activities. A couple of more passive leisure activities, which are not typically con-
sidered to be supportive of flow (e.g. watching television or film), were also frequently mentioned.
Overall, it was the free time category that included the most mentions of flow activities (n=1389) fol-
lowed by the productive activity category (n=562). The interactions (n=73) and introspection (n=97)
categories received fewer mentions overall.
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Figure 1. All flow activities noted by participants in Study 1, with associated frequencies and categorisation.

Study 2

Study 2 aimed to provide an additional assessment of flow activities, this time using an international
sample. It also sought to document the different environments in which people experience flow.

Method

Participants

An international sample of 839 adults was recruited through the website Prolific. This sample size was
selected based on the chi-square analysis we planned to use to test for associations between flow activ-
ities and flow environments. G*Power (Faul et al, 2007) determined that a sample size of 820 was
required to detect an effect size of 0.20, with statistical power being 95% and the Type 1 error proba-
bility being 0.05. The survey was distributed to maximise spread of participants across age groups, gen-
der, and geographical region. Overall, 50% of participants were male, 48% female, and 2% non-binary/
third gender. The median age group was 35-44years old. Sixty-two per cent of participants had com-
pleted a bachelor’'s degree or higher. Sixty-six per cent were employed (fulltime, part-time, or
self-employed). In terms of the continents where participants were based, 17% were in Europe, 17% in
Africa, 9% in North America, 24% in South America, 16% in Asia, and 16% in Australasia. Participants
were asked to rate their social status using the MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status (Adler et al,,
2000). On the ladder ranging from 1 (people who are the worst off in their country) to 10 (people who
are the best off in their country), the median response was 5. The study was granted ethical approval
following an assessment by the Swansea University Faculty of Medicine, Health, and Life Sciences’ ethics
committee (approval number: 1 2023 6038 5169).
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Measures

The same measures were employed as in Study 1. The only difference was that, as well as being asked
to list the activities that they were engaged in when they were having their flow experiences, those
participants who indicated having flow experiences were also asked to openly report the physical envi-
ronments they were in when having those experiences.

Results and discussion

Of the 839 respondents, 442 (52.7%) stated that they had had an experience like that being described
in the quotes. From these 442 people, 793 individual activities were noted, but, as in Study 1, many of
these overlapped. Overall, 64 different types of activity were covered in the 442 individual activity
reports. We followed the same process of sorting the activity items as in Study 1, first organising the
items into four broad categories (Delle Fave et al, 2011) and then identifying salient groups of activities
amongst these. All 64 activity types and their classifications into one of the four broader categories are
shown in Figure 2, plus activity sub-groups noted by the two coders.

Work, sports, and reading were the most common flow activities, replicating the most frequent types
of flow activities from Study 1. They were followed by several creative, computer-based, and contempla-
tive activities. The free time category, again, included the most mentions of flow activities (n=543) fol-
lowed by the productive activities (n=180), introspection (n=48), and interactions (n=22) categories. The
main changes from the results of Study 1 to Study 2 included the narrower range of sports reported,
largely accounted for by the exclusion of several sports that are symbolically British such as rowing,
cricket, and shooting. Attending events such as concerts, festivals, and other attractions did not feature
in the international sample, nor did looking after pets. Several flow activities that have been highlighted
as potentially problematic by scholars, such as gambling, shopping, and extreme sports like skydiving
and skiing were also no longer reported amongst the international sample.

From the 442 people who identified as having flow experiences, a vast number of environments were
noted. Sixty-five different locations were identified across 694 environment reports by participants, which
were categorised into one of six categories by the two coders: residential (n=343), outdoors (n=146),
workplace (n=85), education (n=37), non-residential (n=68), and transit (n=15) (see Figure 3). People’s
homes and some specific rooms within them were the most prominent flow environments, whilst being
outdoors in nature was also frequently noted. The open-ended nature of the question meant that there
was variation in which aspects of the environment participants identified as important. Whilst most

Figure 2. All flow activities noted by participants in Study 2, with associated frequencies and categorisation.
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participants identified the overall setting in their response, some noted specific environmental features
or their subjective experience of the environment. Environmental features are often centred on the pres-
ence (or lack of) certain sounds such as nature or music, and the presence of light. Temperature was
also occasionally noted, but with variation in whether participants experienced flow in warm, cold, or
their ‘optimal’ temperature. Subjective experiences considered important were that participants felt
relaxed, safe, comfortable, and that they had privacy. Additionally, 34 participants noted that the physical
environment was not important for their flow experiences, and that flow could occur anywhere for them
or was solely dependent on the activity.

To gather preliminary insights concerning the interdependence of flow activities and environments, a
chi-square test of independence was run (see Table 1). For this, we created two categorical variables. The
first corresponded to flow environments and had five levels corresponding to the five main location
types (residential, outdoors, workplace, education, and non-residential). Transit was not included due to
the smaller frequency of responses. The second variable corresponded to flow activities and had seven
levels. Appreciating that the four overarching activity categories would miss critical nuance, especially in
relation to the free time category, the different levels corresponded to the activity sub-categories with
frequencies over 50: sports, art, computer, music, reading, work, and study. A significant association
between environments and activities was found, y2 (24, N=569) = 234.19, p < .001. A post-hoc z-test on
the adjusted residuals with Bonferroni correction was run to establish which cells differed significantly
from their expected value. The significance level was adjusted to 0.0014 (0.05/35), which corresponds to
a critical z-value of +/— 3.19. Examination of the adjusted standardised residuals demonstrated that sport
activities were more likely to be reported alongside outdoor environments (p<0.001), and less likely to
be reported in residential environments (p<0.001). Computer-based activities was less likely to be
reported alongside outdoor environments (p<0.05), and more likely within residential environments
(p<0.001). Unsurprisingly, work activities were more likely to be reported in workplace environments
(p<0.001) and study activities in education environments (p<0.001). Study activities were less likely to
be reported alongside outdoor environments (p<0.01). For art, music, and reading activities, there were
no significant associations with environmental locations.

Table 1. Chi-square test of independence between flow activity and environment.

Environment

Activity Residential Outdoors Workplace Education Non-residential Total
Sport Count 1 66 6 5 17 105
Expected count 45.40 2547 14.76 8.49 10.89
Adjusted standardised -7.50 10.22 -2.72 -1.38 217
residuals
Art Count 1" 6 2 4 3 26
Expected count 11.24 6.31 3.66 2.10 2.70
Adjusted standardised -0.10 -0.14 -0.96 1.40 0.20
residuals
Computer  Count 72 13 15 5 6 1M
Expected count 47.99 26.92 15.61 8.97 11.51
Adjusted standardised 5.13 -3.44 -0.19 -1.54 -1.91
residuals
Music Count 35 16 1 1 12 65
Expected count 28.10 15.76 9.14 5.26 6.74
Adjusted standardised 1.84 0.07 -3.09 —2.06 2.27
residuals
Reading Count 52 22 13 9 6 102
Expected count 4410 24.74 14.34 8.25 10.58
Adjusted standardised 1.74 —-0.70 -0.42 0.30 -1.64
residuals
Work Count 29 10 36 6 4 85
Expected count 36.75 20.62 11.95 6.87 8.81
Adjusted standardised -1.84 -291 8.14 —-0.38 -1.86
residuals
Study Count 36 5 7 16 1 75
Expected count 3243 18.19 10.55 6.06 7.78
Adjusted standardised 0.89 -3.81 -1.26 4.52 1.31
residuals

Note. Values in bold significantly deviate from the expected count if no relationship exists between flow activity and environment
categories.
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Figure 3. Environments highlighted as facilitating flow experiences in Study 2.

Overall discussion

This research sought to explore people’s flow experiences in the 215t century, focusing on the activities
and environments which commonly support flow. Using both a UK-based and international sample,
the findings show that, overall, the types of activities that commonly support flow are consistent with
those found in older research studies. Further, whilst flow environments appear to be varied, the home
and natural spaces tend to be the most frequently reported. Certain flow activities do appear to be
associated with specific flow environments, such as flow during sports occurring outside and flow
during studying occurring in education setting. However, other types of activities, including art and
music, were not associated with specific flow environments. The implications of these findings are
discussed below.

Theoretical and practical implications

The most frequently mentioned flow activities in this research are largely consistent with those previ-
ously reported. Past research (e.g. Isham et al, 2019; Magyarédi & Olah, 2015; Phillips, 2005) has listed
arts, sports, reading, writing and meditation amongst the activities that are highly conducive to flow. All
of these can be found within our own list of the most frequently mentioned flow activities in both stud-
ies. It has been suggested that people are more likely to experience flow during their work than leisure
time (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). We did find work to be amongst the most frequently mentioned flow
activities. However, it was not the case that work was mentioned more often than all the leisure activi-
ties. Sports, in particular, were mentioned more often than work, and the free time category had the
most mentions overall. Accordingly, it appears that leisure time in the 215 century provides as many
opportunities for flow as work does.
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In their analysis of the flow propensity of different physical activities, Pritikin and Schmidt (2022) noted
that activities such as martial arts, climbing, skiing and golf were amongst the most flow supportive activ-
ities, whilst activities such as walking and running were less supportive. These existing findings somewhat
conflict with the present research, which finds running and walking to be mentioned far more frequently
within the ‘sports and exercise’ subcategory than the activities suggested to be more flow prone by Pritikin
and Schmidt. The discrepancy between these two sets of findings may be due to methodological differ-
ences. Pritikin and Schmidt employed a pair-comparison technique whereby respondents indicated which
activity within a pair better fulfilled certain conditions of flow, for example, indicating which out of Activity
A and Activity B required more skill. In contrast, we asked participants to openly report where they expe-
rience flow, without any direct comparison between activities for each participant or indication of the
strength of the typical flow experience in each activity. Hence, our measure tells what proportion of people
are experiencing flow within a particular activity, whilst Pritikin and Schmidt are ranking how well different
activities facilitate the different characteristics and conditions of flow. Accordingly, activities such as running
and walking may be supporting flow in a great proportion of people (in line with our results), but they
may also be providing less intense experiences of flow than when people are engaged in activities such
as martial arts and climbing (in line with Pritikin and Schmidt’s results).

One surprising finding from the current research was that watching television or films and listening
to music were frequently mentioned as a flow activity. Previous work has suggested that these activities
should be less supportive of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Delle Fave & Bassi, 2000) in that they are pas-
sive and do not require large investments of attention or skill. An optimal matching of a high level of
challenge and skill is often noted as an antecedent to the flow state (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992), but it is
worth noting that the statements included within the Flow Questionnaire (Csikszentmihalyi &
Csikszentmihalyi, 1988) do not make explicit reference to this. Instead, the statements mainly focus on
the phenomenological aspects of flow such as the total immersion, loss of self-consciousness and blur-
ring of the boundaries between the self and the activity. It could therefore be that the lack of reference
to feeling challenged during the activity has led to these typically less skilful activities being highlighted
as providing flow in the current research. The robustness of a challenge-skill balance as an antecedent
to flow has also been questioned and suggested to be moderated by several factors such as age, culture,
and the activity domain (Fong et al.,, 2015). It may therefore be that high challenges are not necessary
for experiencing flow and thus activities such as watching television and listening to music can support
flow experiences.

Relatedly, given the proposed autotelic nature of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975), it is unsurprising that
most previous research has outlined examples of flow activities that we would consider to be positively
valanced (e.g. sports, music etc.) and this theme largely holds true for our results. However, what is
notable is the inclusion of activities that we would not typically consider as enjoyable, such as ‘dealing
with personal problems; in our sample. Common Likert-style measures of flow include items such as ‘/
found the experience extremely rewarding’ (Jackson & Eklund, 2004) and !..what you do feels extremely
enjoyable to do? (Ullén et al, 2012). In comparison, the statements in the Flow Questionnaire
(Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi, 1988) are less explicit about a positive emotional response during
the experience itself, with positive affect only noted in relation to ‘my body feels good. Our results there-
fore suggest that experiences of deep immersion can be fostered across a range of activity contexts and
including those that we might intuitively consider as difficult or unpleasant to be in. Indeed, research
into the experience of flow during childbirth (Dahan & Goldberg, 2025) would support this point and
was mentioned by a few respondents in both of our studies. This research therefore shows that we need
to remain open to the sites of flow and further explore how it may transform mundane or difficult activ-
ities into those that are fulfilling.

We noted in the introduction that patterns of time use may have changed over the last few decades,
leading to different ways of achieving flow. An increasingly large body of research has been focused on
exploring how to support flow within video games and human-computer interactions (Cowley et al.,
2008; Michailidis et al., 2018). In this research, video game and computer-based activities were high-
lighted as a key leisure category in both studies. It hence appears that digital technologies do have the
ability to provide opportunities for flow. Marketers and consumer psychologists are trying to promote
flow within shopping environments (Ettis, 2017; Hsu et al., 2012). However, in this research, shopping was
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only mentioned as a flow activity 7 times out of the 2120 activity reports received (0.3% of total activity
reports) in Study 1 and were not mentioned at all in Study 2. It therefore appears that shopping is not
currently an activity that frequently supports experiences of flow.

Across the two studies, the types of flow activities and proportions with which they were reported were
remarkably similar. Existing work within Europe, focusing on Hungarian (Magyarédi & Olah, 2015) and
Italian (Mangialavori et al, 2024) samples has also shown commonalities in the most frequently reported
flow activities to our samples. Several of the less frequently mentioned activities from Study 1, e.g. gam-
bling, shopping, and extreme sports, did not appear in the international sample. This may reflect that
Western societies such as the UK place a greater emphasis on trying to facilitate flow in commercial con-
texts under the drive of consumer capitalism. Csikszentmihalyi and Asakawa (2016) highlighted that in
Western societies, flow has typically been facilitated through engagement with external stimuli and hence
reliant on activities being provided that present suitable challenges, feedback, and goals. Eastern cultures,
in comparison, are suggested to have developed ways of experiencing flow through mental activities such
as different forms of meditation. We find no evidence of contemplative activities being mentioned more
frequently in the international sample (making up 4% of responses in comparison to 3% in the UK sample).
Research has suggested that demographic factors such as education and socioeconomic status may impact
people’s tendency to experience flow in specific types of activity (Isham & Jackson, 2023) and should con-
tinue to explore how other individual difference factors may impact where people experience flow.

Given that most research considering flow in relation to physical environments has focused on specific
activity contexts, we believe this is one of the first pieces of research to record the range of environ-
ments that can facilitate flow. A recent scoping review (Cumming et al., 2025) demonstrated that much
of the existing work into how environmental features impact flow has focused on natural environments.
Whilst natural environments were frequently reported by our sample, the theme of being at home was
the most prominent. This raises questions around whether natural environments are those that best
support flow but there are issues around access which mean that many people are confined to finding
flow within the homes. Alternatively, our homes could be the optimal flow environment, and academic
work has disproportionately focused on nature given that research demonstrates a beneficial effect of
nature on other aspects of wellbeing and mental health (Silva et al., 2024). Future work will determine
the means through which different types of environments can support or hinder flow. Responses from
our participants suggest that it may be the subjective experiences that environmental features can sup-
port, such as those of safety, privacy, and comfort. This would align with emerging findings from Dahan
and Goldberg (2025), who found that women reported higher levels of flow during childbirth when
giving birth at home compared to the hospital and suggested this may be partly due to the greater
privacy, familiarity, and comfort that the home environment affords. The fit between activity and envi-
ronment could also be more important than any objective environmental feature. With some activities
fitting with specific environments (e.g. sports in outdoor locations) and others compatible with a broader
range of spaces (e.g. reading, contemplative practices).

Our results have several practical implications and should be of interest to local governments and lay
people alike. Firstly, given that sports, reading, and arts and crafts are common flow activities, a trend
consistent across previous research studies, it is important that everyone irrespective of wealth, status, gen-
der, or age has opportunities to engage in these. This could be through the provision of free local clubs
and libraries. Access to these types of activities would also give people alternative activity options to things
like shopping, which although readily available online and in most urban areas, this research suggests is
not often supportive of flow. Work on environments for flow is still in its infancy and thus we are hesitant
to suggest access to any specific type of location be facilitated. However, examination of how residential
spaces support flow could inform interior design practice and future research into how natural spaces
support flow could initiate wider implementation of initiatives such as forest schools and urban rewilding.

Limitations and future research

Our research focused on adults and thus we cannot say that the same activities will support flow in
children or adolescents who use their time in different ways. Older generations may be less mobile and
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thus more likely to be confined to finding flow within their homes, which is consistent with findings
showing people aged 65+ are more likely to experience flow in household chores than those aged
18-24 (Isham & Jackson, 2023). Similarly, research with adolescents highlights that the most common
flow activities for this age group tends to be learning, sports, and interpersonal relationships (Bassi
et al,, 2022), reflective of the greater time spent in school, physical mobility, and importance of forming
new relationships in this age group. Future studies should expand their focus to include younger
populations.

One further methodological limitation of our research is that it employed a cross-sectional survey.
Participants were asked to recall if they had flow experiences in a retrospective manner, which leaves
open the risk of memory errors and biases. An alternative method to employ would have been experi-
ence sampling, whereby individuals complete self-reports of their current feelings and activities when
signalled to (via an electronic pager) at random times, usually over a one-two-week period (Larson &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). This removes the risk of memory biases, but we decided experience sampling
was not appropriate for use in the present study because it is very demanding on participants and
hence harder to get high levels of participation and commitment. We also wished to recruit large, rep-
resentative samples and were interested in whether people had experienced flow over longer time
frames than a few weeks.

The cross-sectional nature of the research also means that we are only talking about associations
between flow activities and environments. Experimental work that instructs participants to under-
take the same flow activity in different environments would help to determine how environmental
features may directly facilitate flow in specific types of activities. An existing study has explored flow
experiences across outdoor and indoor rock-climbing contexts (Boudreau et al., 2022), which seemed
to suggest a preference for outdoor environments. However, the insights were reliant on responses
to an interview question and thus there is scope for standardised, quantitative measurement in
future work.

The results of the present study prompt a couple of avenues for further research. One would be to
conduct a study which asks people to rate how intense their experiences of flow tend to be in the dif-
ferent flow activities and environments identified by the present research. Here, we used a binary (yes/
no) type of measure to classify whether people experience flow in an activity. As noted by Moneta
(2021), this has the advantage of not imposing flow upon respondents, which can be done if they score
highly on only a couple of the flow characteristics (e.g. concentration, effortless movement) in common
Likert-style measures of flow (e.g. Jackson & Eklund, 2004). However, as touched upon when discussing
the findings of Pritikin and Schmidt (2022) previously, some activities may provide more intense experi-
ences of flow than others, even if they are supporting the experience less frequently across the popula-
tion. Our measure could not assess flow intensity, just its presence versus absence. This may account for
why certain types of activities that we do not typically consider as flow conducive, such as watching
television and listening to music, have been reported by our sample. Such activities may be supporting
weaker flow experiences than others such as sports or painting. Supplementing the present data with
Likert-style measures that rate the intensity of flow in different activity and environment contexts will
create a more holistic picture of the frequent and best quality sites of flow.

Another, related area for exploration is whether there are, perhaps, different types of flow. This research
demonstrated that a broad variety of activities can support flow experiences, but it may be naive to
assume that the experience of flow is the same across activity contexts. For example, the experience of
being immersed in a television programme would, intuitively, seem to be very different from being fully
involved in playing sports. But currently, they are both considered as flow experiences. Research such as
that by Lavoie and Main (2019) is beginning to distinguish between intense and long flow states that
occur in complex activities (so-called deepflow) from less intense, often shorter flow states that can be
elicited in simple tasks (so-called microflow). Similarly, Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi (2003) outlined
‘vital engagement’ as an experience of deep engagement that occurs alongside high levels of meaning.
This may be different to flow that is experienced in activities that are less meaningful. A detailed, phe-
nomenological analysis of the flow experience across different types of activities and how they may
represent instances of deepflow versus microflow, or vital engagement, would therefore be valuable.
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Conclusions

Flow experiences are a well-recognised contributor to personal wellbeing. In this research we have
explored the types of activities and environments in which people commonly experience beneficial flow
states. Results demonstrate that work, reading, creative and physical activities are well suited to support
flow experiences. Residential and natural environments were most reported as supporting flow, and
types of activities differ in the extent to which they are associated with specific flow environments. Our
findings have important implications surrounding the specific types of activities that need to be readily
available for people to engage in to provide pathways towards higher wellbeing through flow and
prompt further investigation of how features of physical environments may directly impact flow.
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Appendix A.

Sample demographics for study 1Table A1. Demographic details of sample.

Gender Percentage Counts
Females 51.6 2063
Males 48.42 1937
Age (from) Age (to) Percentage Counts
18 24 11.0 438
25 34 16.9 675
35 44 17.8 712
45 54 18.4 735
55 64 15.5 619
65 75+ 20.5 821
Region Percentage Counts
East Anglia 9.0 362
East Midlands 74 294
London 12.7 506
North East 43 170
North West 1.4 455
Northern Ireland 1.8 73
Scotland 7.9 314
South East 14.2 568
South West 9.0 361
Wales 49 195
West Midlands 9.1 364
Yorkshire and Humberside 8.5 338
Socioeconomic group* Percentage Counts
AB 26.0 1039
1 26.2 1046
Q 233 931
DE 24.6 984

To determine socioeconomic group the following question was asked ‘what is/was the profession of the Chief Income Earner in your house-
hold before they retired? As a reminder the Chief Income Earner is the person with the largest income, whether from employment, pensions,
state benefits, investments or any other source’

a) Higher managerial/professional/administrative (e.g. Established doctor, Solicitor, Board Director in a large organisation (200+ employees, top
level civil servant/public service employee) [CODE AS SOCIAL GRADE A].

b) Intermediate managerial/professional/administrative (e.g. Newly qualified (under 3years) doctor, Solicitor, Board director small organisation,
middle manager in large organisation, principal officer in civil service/local government) [CODE AS SOCIAL GRADE B].

) Supervisory or clerical/junior managerial/professional/administrative (e.g. Office worker, Student Doctor, Foreman with 25+ employees, sales-
person, etc) [CODE AS SOCIAL GRADE C1].

d) Student [CODE AS SOCIAL GRADE C1].

e) Skilled manual worker (e.g. Skilled Bricklayer, Carpenter, Plumber, Painter, Bus/Ambulance Driver, HGV driver, AA patrolman, pub/bar worker,
etc) [CODE AS SOCIAL GRADE (C2].

f) Semi or unskilled manual work (e.g. Manual workers, all apprentices to be skilled trades, Caretaker, Park keeper, non-HGV driver, shop
assistant) [CODE AS SOCIAL GRADE D].

g) Casual worker — not in permanent employment [CODE AS SOCIAL GRADE E].

h) Housewife/Homemaker [CODE AS SOCIAL GRADE E].

i) Retired and living on state pension [CODE AS SOCIAL GRADE E].

j) Unemployed or not working due to long-term sickness [CODE AS SOCIAL GRADE E].

k) Full-time carer or other household member [CODE AS SOCIAL GRADE E].

No quotas were implemented regarding educational attainment. Participants were asked the following: What is the highest qualification you
have completed/finished?.

« No qualifications

+ GCSE/O-Level

« A-Level or equivalent

« Bachelor’s degree or equivalent
« Post-graduate qualification

- Doctorate
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