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ABSTRACT 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi's psychological construct "flow"-a subjective state describing 

an individual's optimal experience and engagement during intrinsically-motivated 

activity-has remained influential with respect to widely divergent fields of inquiry. 

Review of recent literature in music psychology and music education concerned 

specifically with flow, or "flow theory," reveals certain aspects of musical experience, 

and of choral experience. However, the application of flow theory specifically to the 

context of choral music-making remains largely underdeveloped, particularly as it 

concerns the subjectively-perceived nature of the construct. The present document 

presents a conductor's analysis ofthree standard choral works in light of this 

subjectively-perceived nature of the high challenge-skill balance dimension of flow 

theory. 

Chapter One considers the origins of flow theory, and elaborates upon the so-

called nine "dimensions" of the flow experience. Additionally, this chapter offers a 

review of the relevant research concerned with: flow in music learning, flow experience 

in group settings, and flow in choral ensembles. Chapter Two outlines the document's 
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analytical framework, which puts forward the possibility of accounting for the 

subjectively-perceived nature of challenges and skills-as espoused by the most 

contemporary conceptions of flow theory-through the lens of identifying "salient 

potential challenges" in choral works. Chapter Three analyzes three standard choral 

works: Jean-Baptist Weckerlin's Mon coeur se recommande a vous, Johannes Brahms' 0 

schone Nacht (op. 92, no. 1), and Joseph Haydn's Te Deum (Hob. XXIIIc: 2). Salient 

potential challenges to be found in each piece are explored in terms of the following 

common analytical categories: vocal/technical challenges, tonal/rhythmic challenges, and 

structural awareness challenges. Chapter Four offers a concluding summary as well as 

suggestions for further research. Structural diagrams, and texts and translations, made 

available in the appendices to the document, supplement the analytical work. 
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CHAPTER! 

INTRODUCTION 

The work of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi is widely cited. Recognized for a prolific and 

distinguished career in research psychology, 1 Csikszentmihalyi's major contribution has 

been his formulation of the psychological construct ofjlow2
- a subjective state 

describing an individual' s optimal experience and engagement during intrinsically-

motivated activity.3 Though originally a stand-alone formulation, flow has been adopted 

as a sub-construct in the emerging field of positive psychology.4 Csikszentmihalyi has 

offered the following general definition of the concept of flow: 

The metaphor of 'flow' is one that many people have used to describe the sense of 
effortless action they feel in moments that stand out as the best in their lives. Athletes 
refer to it as ' being in the zone,' religious mystics as being in ' ecstasy, ' artists and 
musicians as aesthetic rapture. Athletes, mystics, and artists do very different things when 
they reach flow, yet their descriptions of the experience are remarkably similar.5 

Based upon decades of interviews and analysis, Csikszentmihalyi has proposed a 

straightforward answer to some oflife's most profound questions-such as "what makes 

1 Csikszentmihalyi is Emeritus Professor of Human Development at the University of Chicago, and 
currently serves as Distinguished Professor of Psychology and Management, and Founding Co-Director of 
the Quality of Life Research Center at the Claremont Graduate University in California. 
2 Used interchangeably in the literature with "the flow experience," "flow theory," "the flow concept," "the 
flow model," "flow state theory," etc. 
3 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Beyond Boredom and Anxiety: Experiencing Flow in Work and Play (San 
Francisco, Jossey-Bass, 1975); Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of 
Discovery and Invention (New York: HarperCollins, 1996); Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, The Evolving Self A 
Psychology for the Third Millennium (New York: HarperCollins, 1993); Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Finding 
Flow: The Psychology of Engagement with Eve1y day Life (New York: Basic Books, 1997); Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience (New York: Harper and Row, 1990); and 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and Isabella Selega Csikszentmihalyi, eds., Optimal Experience: Psychological 
Studies of Flow in Consciousness (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988). 
4 Jeanne Nakamura and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, "The Concept of Flow," in Handbook of Positive 
Psychology, ed. C.R. Snyder and Shane J. Lopez (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 89-105 . 
5 Csikszentmihalyi, Finding Flow, 29. 
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life enjoyable?" or, "how might my life become more fulfilling?"-namely: "to improve 

life one must improve the quality of experience."6 Flow, at least in part, addresses how 

experience may be improved. Studies and applications of the principles of flow have been 

completed in multiple areas of inquiry, including: education, sports, business, and the 

visual and performing arts. 

Origins of Flow 

By the mid-twentieth century, scientists had becoming increasingly interested in the ways 

in which biology and culture influenced human beings' interaction with their 

environments. A consensus was gradually reached that the environment provides sensory 

information, which is then translated into neural activity, and further developed into new 

connections between areas of the brain. From an information processing perspective, this 

relationship between experience and brain activity meant that human beings were 

complex and dynamic systems, yet in light of that complexity had capacity for integration 

and self-organization. 7 The work of psychologists, who were interested in relationships ' 

between experience and human consciousness, began to account for the individual's 

dynamic complexity over time, along with idiosyncratic perception of experience. 8 As a 

result, from the mid-twentieth century onward, psychologists interested in human 

motivation moved from traditional explanations of material reward toward the 

6 Csikszentmihalyi, Flow, 44. 
7 See, for example: Humberto R. Maturana, "The Organization of the Living: A Theory ofthe Living 
Organization," International Journal of Man-Machine Studies 7, no. 3 (May 1975): 313-332; and Ilya 
Prigogine, From Being to Becoming: Time and Complexity in the Physical Sciences (San Francisco: W.H. 
Freeman & Co. Ltd., 1980). 
8 Joel M. Hektner, Jennifer A. Schmidt, and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Experience Sampling Method· 
Measuring the Quality of Everyday Life (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2007). 
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individual's internal striving for greater complexity and integration. Such motivational 

theories have included, for example, self-determination theory,9 intentional goal setting, 10 

and Csikszentmihalyi'sj/ow theory. 

Originally motivated by his own childhood observations of European adults living 

in the aftermath of World War II, 11 Csikszentmihalyi' s examination of what might 

constitute a life "well-lived" began with-and ultimately elaborated significantly upon-

Abraham Maslow's theory of self-actualization and peak experience. In brief, Maslow 

hypothesized that an individual could actualize his or her potential given appropriate 

environmental circumstances; that is, the individual could become "self-actualized" and 

achieve a sort of process-oriented and optimal intrinsic motivation. According to 

Maslow, self-actualization coupled with deep concentration on a specific task typically 

resulted in a peak experience. Such experiences were described in spiritual terms where 

self-consciousness falls away. 12 

Csikszentmihalyi similarly defmed a flow state as an autotelic experience -

derived from the Greek words for "self' (auto) and "goal" (telos). 13 Flow stipulated what 

artists, athletes, chess masters, surgeons, rock climbers, religious mystics, and musicians 

have described in strikingly similar language as a category of optimal experience and 

action (e.g. "the music just flowed out of me"). Flow states were characterized as 

9 Edward L. Deci and Richard M. Ryan, Intrinsic Motivation and Self-Determination in Human Behavior 
(New York: Plenum, 1985). 
10 Jari-Erik Nurmi, "Adolescent Development in an Age-Graded Context: The Role of Personal Beliefs, 
Goals, and Strategies in the Tackling of Development Tasks and Standards," International Journal of 
Behavioral Development 16, no. 2 (June 1993): 169-189. 
11 From Csikszentmihalyi 's TEDTalk, October 2004. http://www.ted.com/talks/mihaly _ csikszentmihalyi_ 
on flow.html (accessed March 26, 2013). 
12 Abraham H. Maslow, Toward a Psychology of Being, 3rd ed. (New York: Wiley, 1998). 
13 Csikszentmihalyi, Beyond Boredom and Anxiety, 10. 
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requiring significant amounts of concentration, or "psychic energy," while providing little 

if any monetary or extrinsic reward in return. In his 1994 keynote address to the Central 

Division Convention of the American Choral Directors Association, Csikszentrnihalyi 

observed that: 

There are many people-including choral musicians-who devote themselves to doing 
things not primarily for money or prestige or recognition, but because what they do is so 
enjoyable that it is worth doing for its own sake. What came out of my early interviews 
with these types of folks, people who devoted so much of their lives to activities that 
seemed to be rewarding in themselves, was the recognition that despite the great 
differences between, for instance, a rock climber and a composer, or a basketball player 
and a chess player, the phenomenology, the subjective experience was very similar across 
these different activities. 14 

Flow has been found to be a "pan-human and universal" phenomenon transcending both 

cultural context and class of activity. 15 Researchers have observed flow in Western and 

non-Western milieus; in industrialized and non-industrialized cultural contexts; in the 

young and the old; in socially acceptable and socially deviant behavior; as well as in 

solitary ordeals such as military prisons. 16 

Because the concept of flow was based on an individual's perception of 

experience, it could not be assessed through objective measures. Instead assessment has 

taken place through diary entries, interviews, and naturalistic behavior observations. 

Csikszentmihalyi was also known for developing an Experience-Sampling Method 

(ESM), intended to capture individuals' conscious experience through self-report. 17 In 

various studies, participants have been paged at random intervals during a fixed time 

14 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, "Singing and the Self: Choral Music as 'Active Leisure'," Choral Journal35, 
no . 2 (February 1995): 13. 
15 Ibid., 14. 
16 Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi, Optimal Experience; and Csikszentmihalyi, Flow, 77-83. 
17 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and Reed Larson, "Validity and Reliability of the Experience-Sampling 
Method," Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease 175, no. 9 (September 1987): 526-536. 
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period (e.g., 8:00am to 9:00pm). The pager has been used to signal the participant to 

report, for example, the activity or interaction in which she or he is engaged, the location 

of that activity, companionship, and mood or affect. 

The Nine Dimensions of Flow 

As a result of many thousands of individual subjective experience reports, nine 

"dimensions" of flow, which collectively define the construct, have now become 

standardized in the research literature: (1) high challenge-skill balance, (2) clear goals, 

(3) immediate feedback, ( 4) sense of control, ( 5) intense concentration, ( 6) merging of 

action and awareness, (7) loss of self-consciousness, (8) distorted perception of time, 

and (9) a sense that the activity is intrinsically rewarding -that is, the experience is 

perceived to be autotelic. 18 Achieving all dimensions is not requisite to entering a flow 

state, but many respondents report experiencing all nine dimensions, each of which is 

expanded on in what follows. 

High Challenge-Skill Balance 

As Csikszentmihalyi has noted, to achieve flow an individual must perceive that 

challenges are balanced with skills: "the universal precondition for flow is that a person 

should perceive that there is something for him or her to do, and that he or she is capable 

of doing it ... optimal experience requires a balance between the challenges perceived in a 

18 Csikszentmihalyi, Flow, 48-70. 
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given situation and the skills a person brings to it." 19 Early in the formation ofthe theory, 

Csikszentmihalyi proposed that action opportunity coupled with a perceived lack of skills 

to meet that challenge would produce anxiety. Conversely, action abilities or skills 

significantly more developed than is required by a specific opportunity would elicit 

boredom. Later research clarified that the individual must perceive this flow-inducing 

challenge-skill balance to be above the normal demands of everyday living. 20 

It is crucial to highlight that high challenge-skill balance, as the fundamental 

aspect ofthe flow model, is entirely phenomenological. Flow theory makes no place for 

definitive or quantifiable measures of objective challenge or objective skill. What matters 

is an individual's perception of a balance of above average challenge and skills to meet 

that challenge.21 What is above average for one individual is not so for another. In a 

related vein, high challenge-skill balance rests on Csikszentmihalyi's conception of 

consciousness, which he views as comprising "three subsystems: attention [also referred 

to as "psychic energy"], which takes notice of information available; awareness, which 

interprets the information; and memory, which stores the information."22 Recent research 

has also found that attentional involvement-"the degree to which one's attention is 

devoted to the activity at hand"-factored significantly into the enjoyment individuals 

19 Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi, Optimal Experience, 30. 
2° Fausto Massimini and Massimo Carli, "The Systematic Assessment of Flow in Daily Experience," in 
Optimal Experience: Psychological Studies of Flow in Consciousness, ed. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and 
Isabella Selega Csikszentmihalyi (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 266-287. 
21 See, for example: Giovanni B. Moneta and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, "The Effect of Perceived 
Challenges and Skills on the Quality of Subjective Experience," Journal of Personality 64, no. 2 (June 
1996): 279; and Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, "Concept of Flow," 91. 
22 Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi, Optimal Experience, 17. 
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experienced in optimally-balanced activities.23 Of importance here is the speculation that 

high attentional involvement may constitute the central element of flow theory.24 Though 

potentially of great consequence, this conclusion also seems logical when we consider 

that "the degree to which the potential rewards of ongoing activity engagement are 

realized would seem to be dependent on the degree to which attentional resources are 

devoted towards these potential rewards."25 In short, for any endeavor to be perceived as 

enjoyable, we must first view it as significant by bringing sustained attention to it. 

Finally, the centrality of high challenge-skill balance must be understood in 

relationship to Csikszentmihalyi' s conception of the teleonomy of the self 

As people master challenges in an activity, they develop greater levels of skill , and the 
activity ceases to be as involving as before. In order to continue experiencing flow, they 
must identify and engage progressively more complex challenges. The teleonomy of the 
self is thus a growth principle; the optimal level of challenge stretches existing skills, 
resulting in a more complex set of capacities.26 

Hence, a more up-to-date model of the flow state demonstrates the potential 

relationships between an individual's perception of challenge and perception of skill to 

meet that challenge (see Figure 1, below). Internal states such as arousal, control, and 

relaxation are not necessarily undesirable, but the flow state presents optimal opportunity 

to continually expand self-complexity and self-integration. 

23 Sami Abuhamdeh and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, "Attentionallnvolvement and Intrinsic Motivation," 
Motivation and Emotion 36, no. 3 (September 2012): 257-267. 
24 Ibid., 265. 
25 Ibid. , 257. 
26 Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, "Concept of Flow," 92. 
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Figure 1: The Current Model of the Flow State27 

High 

Anxiety 

Apathy Relaxation 
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Clear Goals 

To enter into a flow state, the structure of a given activity and its goals must be clear and 

unambiguous. For an activity to be perceived as intrinsically motivating, one must know 

what the next steps or challenges will be. It is for this reason that numerous studies have 

consistently observed flow states in respondents who participate in games such as poker 

or chess, avocations such as rock climbing or tennis, occupational tasks such as 

performing surgery or working on an assembly line, or apropos the present discussion, 

the performances of specific musical works. In these endeavors, the boundaries and 

necessities for action are clear: the poker player must win the most money through clever 

bluffing and betting, the tennis player must hit the ball into the opponent's court more 

27 Adapted from: Csikszentmihalyi, Finding Flow, 31; and Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, "Concept of 
Flow," 95 . The intensity of an individual's subjective experience is represented by the concentric circles as 
the distance beyond "average levels" of challenge and skill. 
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often than not, the rock climber must ascend the rock face without falling, and the 

performer must execute all the notes and rhythms to the greatest extent possible. 

Immediate Feedback 

Individuals in flow receive immediate feedback on the progress being made relative to 

any undertaking. In short, they know how well they are doing from moment to moment. 

Poker players hold more money, tennis players are winning the match, rock climbers are 

not falling, and musicians are correctly executing the notes and the rhythms. But this 

dimension likewise holds true for individuals engaged in more creative enterprises-such 

as composing or painting-which are, for the most part, subject to more ambiguous or 

subjective feedback. As Csikszentmihalyi explains, in the more creative fields, "those 

individuals who keep doing creative work are those who succeed in internalizing the 

field's criteria of judgment to the extent that they can give feedback to themselves, 

without having to wait to hear from the experts."28 

Sense of Control 

By and large, flow is characterized as an occurrence under the immediate control of the 

individual. Of importance here is, again, the phenomenological aspect. Whether the locus 

of control is within the actual agency of the individual is of less importance to flow 

experiencing. Put simply, respondents in flow document their perception, or their 

28 Csikszentmihalyi, Creativity, 116. 
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perception of the possibility, of possessing control of an activity and its parameters. 29 

Intense Concentration 

Focused and deep concentration is among the most frequently mentioned dimensions of 

the flow experience. Individuals in a flow state are able to concentrate because of an 

ability to filter out distractions. "By limiting the stimulus field, a flow activity allows 

people to concentrate their actions and ignore distractions."30 In so doing, there is no 

room left in consciousness for mundane or "everyday" worries or concems.31 Put another 

way, one is critically focused on the immediate action demands, rather than on, for 

example, what bills might have to be paid at the end of the month, or what chores need to 

be completed that evening. 

Merging of Action and Awareness 

In Csikszentmihalyi' s initial study of optimal experience, rock climbers often used the 

word "flow" to express what they perceived to be their most worthwhile moments, where 

one' s actions and one's awareness seemed to become inseparable: 

Climbing is the same: recognizing that you are a .flow. The purpose of the .flow is to keep 
on .flowing, not looking for a peak or utopia by staying in the flow. It is not moving up but 
a continuous.flowing; you move up to keep the .flow going. There is no possible reason 
for climbing except the climbing itself; it is a self-communication [emphasis added] .32 

Csikszentmihalyi ' s encapsulation of this merging of action and awareness is as follows: 

29 Ibid., 59-60. 
3° Csikszentmihalyi, Beyond Boredom and Anxiety, 48. 
31 Csikszentmihalyi, Creativity, 120-121 ; Csikszentmiha1yi, Flow, 58-59. 
32 Csikszentmihalyi, Flow, 54. 
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When all a person' s relevant skills are needed to cope with the challenges of a situation, 
that person's attention is completely absorbed by the activity. There is no excess psychic 
energy left over to process any information but what the activity offers. All the attention 
is concentrated on the relevant stimuli ... As a result, one of the most universal and 
distinctive features of optimal experience takes place: people become so involved in what 
they are doing that the activity becomes spontaneous, almost automatic; they stop being 
aware of themselves as separate from the actions they are performing. 33 

Loss of Self-Consciousness 

Tied to the merging of action and awareness is the fact that "the person in flow not only 

forgets his or her problems, but loses temporarily the awareness of self that in normal life 

often intrudes in consciousness, and causes psychic energy to be diverted from what 

needs to be done. "34 Csikszentmihalyi further explains that: 

Loss of self-consciousness does not involve a loss of self, and certainly not a loss of 
consciousness, but rather, only a loss of consciousness of the self. What slips behold the 
threshold of awareness is the concept of self, the information we use to represent to 
ourselves who we are [emphasis original]. 35 

This aspect of flow has been of particular interest to writers seeking to assist musicians in 

finding uninhibited artistry. Though not through an overt connection, Barry Green and 

Timothy W. Gallwey, in The Inner Game of Music, portray a very similar type of 

advantageous mental state, which they describe as being devoid of"self-interference,"36 

and which consequently frees the individual for complete psychic immersion in a musical 

task. Green has independently articulated a similar (and flow-like) concept of"the zone," 

an unrestrained state Green claims to be especially attainable for the solo musician.37 

33 Ibid., 53. 
34 Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi, Optimal Experience, 33. 
35 Csikszentmihalyi, Flow, 64. 
36 Barry Green and W. Timothy Gallwey, The Inner Game of Music (New York: Doubleday, 1986), 15. 
37 Barry Green, The Mastery of Music: Ten Pathways to True Artistry (New York: Broadway Books, 2003), 
166-187. 
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Relatedly, Joann Marie Kirchner recently conjectured on the application of certain 

dimensions of flow theory as a strategy for managing and coping with musical 

performance anxiety. 38 

But aside from such reflections, according to Csikszentmihalyi it is because of 

this dimension that flow ultimately becomes associated with such positive affect, such as 

happiness, in the first place: 

It is the full involvement of flow, rather than happiness, that makes for excellence in life. 
When we are in flow, we are not happy, because to experience happiness we must focus 
on our inner states, and that would take away attention from the task at hand .. . Only after 
the task is completed do we have the leisure to look back on what has happened, and then 
we are flooded with gratitude for the excellence of that experience- then, in retrospect, 

39 we are happy. 

Concerning the choral music context specifically, Csikszentmihalyi has remarked that: 

When you experience flow you lose the sense of self. You lose the ego, this constantly 
vulnerable part of the self. But after the experience is over, when you look back at what 
you have accomplished, you behold yourself as stronger than it was before. That is, you 
forget yourself while you sing, but if you master an unfamiliar, difficult work and you 
think back on what you have done, you feel that you have grown.40 

Distorted Perception of Time 

Accounts of flow experiences commonly report significant distortion or alteration of the 

individual ' s sense of the passage of time. Hours seem like minutes, for instance, as chess 

players perceive prolonged matches to have "flown by." Conversely, in flow states it is 

possible for " ... a few seconds [to] stretch out into what seems to be infinity ... [such that] 

38 Joann Marie Kirchner, "Incorporating Flow into Practice and Performance," Work 40, no. 3 (2011): 289-
296. 
39 Csikszentmihalyi, Finding Flow, 32. 
4° Csikszentmihalyi, "Singing and the Self," 16-17. 
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the clock no longer serves as a good analog of the temporal quality of experience. 41 

Autotelic Experience 

An autotelic experience-an optimal state of intrinsic motivation-is perceived to be 

intensely rewarding, satisfying, and enjoyable. The flow-facilitating activity engendering 

an autotelic experience becomes an end in itself (worth doing for its own sake) precisely 

because we wish to repeat this category of happening again and again. As stated 

previously, one's search for increasing complexity constitutes a significant aspect of the 

intrinsically-motivated self.42 

Thus, flow experience is "good" in the sense that it "increases the strength and 

complexity of the self."43 Ordered self-organization through purposeful activity 

(otherwise known as negentropy) guards against what Csikszentmihalyi calls the 

"supreme law of the universe"- disorder, chaos, or entropy.44 Consequently, and on a 

grand scale, Csikszentmihalyi asserts the importance of achieving flow to be not only in 

its ability to improve the quality of individual subjective experience, and therefore the 

general quality of one's life, but also in the ramifications flow theory implies for the 

psychological selection of information from the bio-cultural perspective. "Those 

activities and experiences that are most enjoyable will have a greater chance of being 

41 Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi, Optimal Experience, 33. 
42 For the purposes of nomenclature, it is important to note that Csikszentmihalyi differentiates autotelic 
activity and autotelic experience. For the first such distinction between autotelic activities, personalities, 
and experiences, see: Csikszentmihalyi, Beyond Boredom and Anxiety, 21-23 . 
43 Csikszentmihalyi, Flow, 70. 
44 Csikszentmihalyi, Evolving Self, 18-21; Csikszentmihalyi, Flow, 36-39. 
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remembered and of being built into the memory-storage ofthe culture."45 In one of 

Csikszentmihalyi's joint studies with Fausto Massimini, for example, the authors 

summarized as follows: 

The existence of many institutions-not only the arts, music, and sports but also the 
lifestyles that define civilizations--can be better understood in terms of the repetition of 
activities that produce flow, rather than in terms of convoluted explanations of historical 

·a1· h I . 46 maten tsm or psyc oana ysts. 

Indeed, the autotelic nature of flow helps to account for the significance of certain peak 

moments in individual subjective experience, as well as for how such peak moments 

inform our larger understanding of the evolutionary development of the human race.47 

Flow Theory in Music Research 

Flow theory has been utilized as a framework for research and applied to "the 

improvement of schools ... to the design of museums ... to the rethinking of 

organizations,"48 and to an ever-increasing extent, to understanding the optimal 

experience possible in various musical contexts.49 Interest in musical contexts is due, in 

large part, to the work of Lori A. Custodero - the first researcher to operationalize flow 

experience in young children's music learning. 5° Regarded as one ofthe primary 

advocates for a more foundational understanding of flow theory relative to music 

education theory and practice, Custodero has submitted that flow "provides both the 

45 Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi, Optimal Experience, 34. 
46 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, preface to Beyond Boredom and Anxiety, by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc., 2000), xxii-xxiii [the 25th anniversary edition]. 
47 This point is most significantly fleshed out in Csikszentmihalyi, The Evolving Self 
48 Csikszentmihalyi, preface, Beyond Boredom and Anxiety, ix [25th anniversary edition]. 
49 For one of the most recent anecdotal examples, see: Richard Carrick, "The Music of 'Flow' ," New York 
Times, Aprill9, 2013 . 
50 Her 1998 dissertation is reviewed below. 
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requisite theoretical insight and methodological relevance to support the significance of 

musical experiences and to suggest effective practices in music education."51 Indeed, in 

emphasizing the superlative educational environment inherent to the emergent motivation 

property of flow theory, Custodero has indicated that: 

Engagement in tasks whose challenges invite a person's best efforts generates flow. To 
sustain this optimal experience, skills must improve to meet new challenges, and in tum, 
challenges must improve to continue attracting enhanced skills, thus creating an ideal 
learning situation [emphasis added]. 52 

On account of such observations therefore, Custodero admonishes that there is advantage 

to be gained in better understanding the role that at least one particular flow theory 

dimension, high challenge-skill balance, might play in optimal experiences in music and 

music education contexts. 

Custodero and Students 

In a dissertation that built upon the link Csikszentmihalyi establishes between high 

challenge-skill balance and enjoyment of learning, Custodero investigated and 

operationalized the learning processes and experiences of a music classroom environment 

comprised of four and five-year-olds. 53 To accommodate for the developmental abilities 

of such participants, Custodero developed the Flow Indicators in Musical Activities 

(PIMA) form and attendant observation techniques as an alternative to the ESM 

approach. Video recordings were made of eight consecutive lessons, and an event-

51 Lori A. Custodero, "Seeking Challenge, Finding Skill: Flow Experience and Music Education," Arts 
Education Policy Review 103, no. 3 (January/February 2002): 3-4. 
52 Ibid, 4. 
53 Lori A. Custodero, "An Observational Study of Flow Experience in Young Children's Music Learning 
(DMA diss., University of Southern California, 1997). 
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sampling process was used to analyze young children's musical activity. Custodero found 

high levels of inter-rater reliability for use of the FIMA form, and that children's affect 

during music classes suggested that flow experiences were taking place. 

Greatest amounts of flow were generated during short (30 second) and long (7 

minute) activities. Students became familiar with activities sometime between week two 

and week four of the class, which is when they exhibited the greatest flow. The greatest 

flow occurred during activities characterized by multi-sensory movement, unambiguous 

feedback, and a sense of potential control through perceived opportunities for action. 

Further, Custodero found that adults have an optimal role to play for children in such 

musical contexts. The most flow-producing roles occurred when an adult demonstrated 

interest and value for the musical activity at-hand, and when such an adult provided 

access to clear goals and immediate feedback. Conversely, flow was hindered or 

interrupted for children when the musical activity allowed the adult to interfere with the 

child's ability to monitor his or her own challenge levels. 

Replicating Custodero's methodology and instrumentation, Patricia A. St. John 

studied the relationship between Lev Vygotsky's concept of scaffolding and flow theory 

in the musical activities of four and five-year-olds in a Kindermusik environment. 54 St. 

John' s findings include: (a) flow was observable in the Kindermusik environment and 

there was acceptable inter-rater reliability among the observers; (b) the most flow was 

generated in movement activities and instrument-play activities- that is, the multi-

54 Patricia A. St. John, "A Community of Learners: An Investigation of the Relationship Between Flow 
Experience and the Role of Scaffolding in a Kindermusik Classroom" (Ed.D. diss., Columbia University, 
2004). 
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sensory .nature of such activities facilitated flow, immediate feedback was inherent to the 

structure of such activities, and such activities provided multiple opportunities for the 

merging of action and awareness; (c) flow was highest for children when engaged in 

activities lasting three to four minutes in length, with a degree of familiarity between five 

and six weeks; (d) Personal, Material, and Social scaffolding strategies were utilized by 

children to enter or sustain the flow experience. St. John concluded that, as agents in their 

own learning, children self-scaffold intensity of experience, level of challenge, and 

attentional resources to facilitate flow in Kindermusik environments - such that adult 

facilitation became less necessary as confidence increased. Additionally, the communal 

context was a powerful influence on flow experiencing - awareness of peers, in some 

cases, became the chief influence for flow in this study. 

William Evan Matthews, whose dissertation was also supervised by Custodero, 

studied three cases of adult beginning singers engaged in private voices lesson that 

included improvisation as an integrated element. 55 The researcher wanted to understand 

what indicators of challenge and indicators of skill could be observed in improvisational 

and non-improvisational events recorded during voice lessons, as well as to establish a 

relationship between challenge and skill. Because the retrospective ESM was inefficient 

for use during voice lessons, Matthews modified Custodero's observational protocol for 

indicators of challenge and developed the Vocal Skill Indicators Form (VSIF) for 

indicators of skill. Matthews found that 86 percent of improvisational exercises produced 

flow and 26 percent of non-improvisational exercises elicited flow among respondents. 

55 William Evan Matthews, "Teaching Improvisation: Three Case Studies of Flow Experience in Beginning 
Adult Singers," (Ed.D. diss., Columbia University, 2003). 
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As well, consistent with high challenge-skill balance, Matthews found a significant 

relationship between high challenge and increased skill-level. All three participants 

demonstrated higher average skill-level ratings in flow-generating activities than in non-

flow-generating exercises. 

In his dissertation research, Patrick K. Freer was also supervised by Custodero. 

He examined the relationship between two middle school choral directors' instructional 

discourse and quality of student experiences in the ensembles. 56 Freer documented a 

positive correlation between teacher use of scaffolding language and complete sequential 

units of instruction. Further, students reported "flow in those rehearsals characterized by 

high levels of scaffolding language and complete sequential units of instruction. "57 Freer 

framed scaffolding language with Vygotsky's conception of a zone of proximal 

development, defining the term as a type of teacher instructional discourse that introduces 

challenges and skills, then transfers the responsibility for learning to the student while the 

teacher maintains support. Sequential units of instruction were defmed as a three-step 

constructivist process involving: (1) task presentation, (2) student-teacher interaction with 

the task, and (3) teacher feedback, which included teacher encouragement for students to 

take control of their own learning. 58 The primary findings of the study pertain to teachers 

and their use oflanguage; however, Freer discussed students' experiences in terms of 

flow. Freer first pointed out that scaffolding language lent clear goals to the choral 

56 Patrick K. Freer, "Rehearsal Discourse of Choral Conductors: Meeting the Needs of Young Adolescents" 
(Ed.D. diss. , Columbia University, 2003). For a summation, see: Patrick K. Freer, "Teacher Instructional 
Language and Student Experience in Middle School Choral Rehearsals," Music Education Research 10, no. 
1 (March 2008): 107-124. 
57 Freer, "Rehearsal Discourse," 163-164. 
58 Ibid., 32-37. 

18 



rehearsal, next, he suggested that in high scaffolding, sequential rehearsals, feedback not 

only came from the teacher but also from student peers. Third, students in high 

scaffolding, sequential rehearsals reported high challenge-skill balance, and fourth, 

students in such rehearsals exhibited intense concentration. Finally, Freer found an 

increase in positive affect among respondents in rehearsals characterized by four to five 

changes of activity and grouping- for instance, in the variation of small-group and 

whole-group instruction. In sum, Freer's research demonstrates an empirical tendency 

between increased flow (particularly experienced as high challenge-skill balance) and a 

choral teacher's breaking down of musical tasks into manageable constituent parts. 

Other Music Research 

Csikszentmihalyi, Kevin Rathunde, and Samuel Whalen, in a four-year study of 200 

"talented" teenagers and flow theory, 59 found that "flow was the strongest predictor of 

subjective engagement and how far the student progressed in the school's curriculum in 

her or his talent."60 The talented adolescents studied also had stronger autotelic 

personalities than average achievers- demonstrated, for example, in comparatively 

increased concentration in classroom and study activities, and in the propensity to seek 

out new challenges and persevere in the face of difficulty. The most prominent 

characteristic of talented teens seemed to be psychological complexity, "the simultaneous 

59 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Kevin Rathunde, and Samuel Whalen, Talented Teenagers: The Roots of 
Success and Failure (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
60 Ibid., 252. 
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presence of differentiating and integrating processes."61 Hence, concerning music as one 

of the five specific talent areas evaluated in this study (in addition to math, science, 

athletics, and art), the authors suggest that experiencing flow may in fact distinguish high 

achieving young musicians from average achievers. Of additional insight is identification 

the researchers make that talented teens are particularly receptive to teachers who 

demonstrate passion for their subject area, who adequately pace the high challenge-skill 

balance dimension of the flow experience in the classroom, and who sensitively attend to 

the varying and shifting needs of learners. 62 

Addressing perceived shortcomings of Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, and Whalen's 

study with regard to musically talented adolescents, Susan O'Neill examined the 

motivational and social factors associated with the development of musical performance 

skills among sixty young music students (aged twelve to sixteen). 63 Participants were 

recruited from three subgroups: "high achievers" from a specialist music school, 

"moderate achievers" from a specialist music school, and "high achievers" from a non-

specialist school. O'Neill found that "high-achievers" both from the specialist and non-

specialist schools reported more flow experience than the "moderate-achievers." Of 

particular interest is her observation that, of the three sub-groups, the "high-achievers" 

from the specialist school spent the most time practicing, and experienced the most flow 

in such practicing. 

Similar to O'Neill, Sarah Sinnamon, Aidan Moran, and Michael O' Connell 

61 Ibid., 242. 
62 Ibid. , 184-194. 
63 Susan O'Neill, "Flow Theory and the Development of Musical Performance Skills," Bulletin of the 
Council f or Research in Music Education 141 (Summer 1999): 129-134. 
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examined the flow experience of 205 elite and amateur music students. 64 Their primary 

purpose was to validate the Dispositional Flow Scale-2 (DFS-2) for use with musicians, 

since it was originally intended for use with athletes. The researchers found that 

respondents experienced flow with substantial frequency- 95 percent for elite music 

students and 87 percent for amateur music students.65 However, there were differences 

between elite and amateur musicians in the dimension of flow rated most highly. 

Amateurs rated loss of self-consciousness more highly than did elite musicians, and the 

elite musicians rated high challenge-skill balance and clear goals more highly than 

amateurs. The psychometric evaluation of the DFS-2 revealed high internal consistency, 

similar to studies of athletes. Further, there were significant positive intercorrelations 

between subscales of the DFS-2, suggesting that all dimensions of flow are important for 

musicians. The authors noted that this fmding was unusual, since not all levels of flow 

were equally important in prior studies of athletes. 

The implications of the study for educators were, perhaps, the most important 

aspect of this study apropos the present document: "Given that flow is an unambiguously 

positive experience, then a case could be made that promoting its frequency for the 

novice musician is especially important since it is likely to encourage the individual to 

persist in learning."66 However, the authors cautioned that the subtle differences between 

elite musicians and amateurs should not be overlooked. They suggested that, at a certain 

point of development, elite musicians might experience flow only in "intensely 

64 Sarah Sinnamon, Aidan Moran, and Michael O'Connell, "Flow Among Musicians: Measuring Peak 
Experiences of Student Performers," Journal of Research in Music Education 60, no. I (April 20 12): 6-25 . 
65 Ibid. , 20. 
66 Ibid., 21. 

21 



challenging situations" whereas amateur musicians may lose self-consciousness because 

"all of their psychological resources are focused highly on the task at hand"67 

Flow Experience in Group Music Settings 

Through observation, interview, stimulated recall, a Flow-Q instrument and a researcher-

designed questionnaire, Constance Ann Rybak investigated the optimal experience and 

flow of older adults while they were engaged in musical activities. 68 Participants were 

Phoenix-area residents over sixty years of age and comprised handbell ringers, singers, 

recorder players, banjo players, and other instrumentalists performing in ensemble 

situations. Using the modified Flow Q instrument administered to twenty-two 

participants, Rybak found that five participants had experienced flow as a ratio of the 

high challenge to skill balance. More specifically, older adults exhibited flow 

characteristics similar to Csikszentmihalyi' s model in the areas of intense concentration, 

clear goals, and feeling "oneness" with the music; however, several weak parallels to 

Csikszentmihalyi's model were also found, in that older adults were anxious, and felt 

they lacked immediate feedback and a sense of control.69 Of note was Rybak's synthesis, 

that thirteen factors were found to help flow states: (1) advanced skill levels, (2) greater 

knowledge of music fundamentals, (3) life experience in music, (4) ensemble balance of 

melody and harmony, (5) score interpretation, (6) adaptability to the environment, (7) 

being physically capable, (8) leader feedback and meeting peoples' needs, (9) positive 

67 Ibid., 22. 
68 Constance Ann Rybak, "Older Adults and 'Flow': Investigating Optimal Experience in Selected Music 
Leisure Activities" (DMA diss., Arizona State University, 1995). 
69 1bid., 173. 
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participant attitude, (10) comfort with the music, (11) proper equipment, (12) 

organization of music, and (13) an actively involved audience. Factors that were found to 

hinder flow include: (1) the lesser skill levels of others, (2) the lack of ability to keep a 

steady pulse or to keep the music "going," (3) the lack of ensemble listening, and ( 4) 

issues related to aging. 

In a qualitative study, Barry Neal Kraus made use of modified ESM techniques 

and follow-up interviews to examine how the nine dimensions of flow were manifested in 

the subjective experience of seven university music majors in a wind ensemble setting. 70 

Kraus found that respondents experienced flow dimensions in the wind ensemble setting, 

with high challenge-skill balance serving as the most likely determinate for flow. 

Students perceived difficult repertoire as most challenging and did not associate 

challenge with less difficult repertoire. Because the conductor controlled repertoire 

choice for the ensemble, and because repertoire seemed to be a strong determinant of 

high challenge-skill balance, students naturally lacked the sense of control that would 

characterize flow. Thus, Kraus suggested that autotelic personality might be important to 

flow in the ensemble setting. Kraus found that older students with greater experience 

were more likely to exhibit autotelic traits, such as establishing personal goals and 

challenges during rehearsals. Younger and less-experienced students often relied instead 

upon the conductor's goals. The conductor was a primary influence upon the quality of 

students' experiences, as later rehearsals involving longer periods of playing time were 

more likely to facilitate flow, while frequent stops hindered flow, suggesting that flow 

70 Barry Neal Kraus, "Musicians in Flow: Optimal Experience in the Wind Ensemble Rehearsal" (DMA 
diss., Arizona State University, 2003). 
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experience is related to both single and overall rehearsal structure. 

Although composition is typically not understood as a group activity, Raymond 

MacDonald, Charles Byrne, and Lana Carlton investigated musical creativity and flow in 

a group composition project.71 In this study, first-year university music students, working 

in groups of three, were assigned a group composition, and completed Experience 

Sampling Forms (ESFs) related to their subjective experience regularly throughout the 

project. Graduate students and university faculty in music composition subsequently 

rated the group compositions. Among the fmdings are two important conclusions: (1) the 

resultant musical compositions that received higher ratings of musical creativity from 

adjudicators were from groups that reported higher average flow; and (2) group levels of 

flow were more closely related to creativity than individual levels offlow.72 

Flow and Choral Ensembles 

Patrick K. Freer's dissertation on the relationship between scaffolding language and 

sequencing, and middle school choral students' experience of flow has already been 

cited. Subsequently, Freer examined the accounts of three categories of adolescent boys 

(those who have sung continuously, those who sang but later withdrew from choral 

music, and those who did not sing at all) and their school experiences with choral music 

in the greater hope of informing choral pedagogy and rehearsal technique toward greater 

71 Raymond MacDonald, Charles Byrne, and Lana Carlton, "Creativity and Flow in Musical Composition: 
An Empirical Investigation," Psychology of Music 34, no. 3 (July 2006): 292-306. 
72 Ibid., 300. 
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flow facilitation. 73 Utilizing HyperRESEARCH, Freer's synthesis ofthese individual 

accounts of choristers demonstrated that "flow experience in ensemble rehearsals is 

possible, but only when individuals are presented with challenges that equal their skill 

levels."
74 

As well, based on the comments of these boys, and on previous flow studies in 

musical contexts, Freer concluded that during flow experiences: 

(1) the music making of individuals is inseparable from that ofthe ensemble; (2) 
individuals are able to monitor and adjust their singing in response to the ensemble 
sounds around them; (3) conductors are aware of the individual needs of singers within 
the larger ensemble; and ( 4) the repertoire and rehearsal techniques are artistically 
authentic and developmentally appropriate. 75 

Marc David Jaros investigated the relationship between affect and flow in the 

context of a high school choral rehearsal sequence. 76 Jaros created a Choral Sampling 

Form, modeled after the DFS-2, which all participants completed during choral 

rehearsals. He found that all dimensions of flow were experienced in choral rehearsals, 

with autotelic experience and clear goals, and challenge-skill balance experienced most 

frequently. Comparing patterns of affect and flow, Jaros found that (a) flow was a more 

complex phenomenon than affect; (b) previous experience singing had effect on flow but 

not on affect; and (c) there were no differences between genders in the experience of flow 

or affect. Additionally, a significant peak in affect appeared in the third of seven 

rehearsals; however, flow increased through the third rehearsal and then decreased in 

later rehearsals. The researcher suggested that "repertoire choice may be linked to 

73 Patrick K. Freer, "Boys' Descriptions. of Their Experiences in Choral Music," Research Studies in Music 
Education 31, no. 2 (December 2009): 142-160. 
74 lbid., 155. 
75 Ibid., 154. 
76 Marc David Jaros, "Optimal Experience in the Choral Rehearsal: A Study of Flow and Affect among 
Singers" (PhD diss., University ofMinnesota, 2008). 
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rehearsal structure, which in tum effects flow and affect among singers," but he 

cautioned that more research was needed.77 Finally, flow and affect were found to be 

experienced differently by respondents, confirming Csikszentmihalyi's assertion that 

"when we are in flow, we are not happy, because to experience happiness [or any other 

affect] we must focus on our inner states, and that would take away attention from the 

task at hand ... [such that] one can be happy without experiencing flow." 78 

Summary 

The preceding review of the relevant literature from music psychology and music 

education, considered in light of Csikszentmihalyi' s flow theory, reveals certain aspects 

of musical experience, and choral experience, more specifically: 

1. Musicians of all ages have experienced the nine dimensions of flow in 

individual and group music activities. 

2. Music may be the "quintessential flow activity"79 because of its clear goals 

and consistent feedback. 

3. High challenge-skill balance serves as the most likely determinate for 

musicians' experiences of flow. 

4. High challenge-skill balance, like all dimensions offlow, is subjective; 

perceptions of "above average" challenges and the skills to meet such 

challenges vary among individuals. 

77 Jaros, "Optimal Experience," 87. 
78 Csikszentmihalyi, Finding Flow, 32; as quoted in Jaros, "Optimal Experience," 84-85. 
79 Custodero, "Seeking Challenge, Finding Skill," 7. 
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5. Consequently, not all musicians in a group setting may be in flow at any given 

time. 

6. In the group setting, there appear to be differences in flow between more 

experienced and less experienced musicians. 

7. Less experienced musicians may be more reliant on the conductor's goal-

setting and feedback, although they can and do experience flow. 

8. More experienced musicians may have greater autotelic traits; thus, they may 

be able to create new challenges for themselves in the group setting. 

9. There is some preliminary evidence for a group flow, although more research 

should be conducted. 

10. The conductor or teacher can have substantial influence on students' flow 

through repertoire choice, scaffolding language, and breaking down of 

musical tasks into manageable constituent parts. 

Purpose of the Document 

Csikszentmihalyi himself has emphasized the high capacity for flow while singing in a 

choral ensemble, citing the vital importance of such an endeavor: 

Choral directors get young people to work seriously on complex, interactive activity that 
allows them to reach beyond mediocrity ... evidence is accumulating that this is as 
important for developing healthy, productive people-adults-as anything else that you 
can think of. 80 

Against this backdrop, it would seem reasonable to infer that our charge as choral 

conductors might be to strive for generated flow among our singers to the greatest extent 

8° Csikszentmihalyi, "Singing and the Self," 19. 
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possible in our teaching and music-making. The English choral conductor Colin Durrant 

declared as much when he stated that: "if we want to facilitate optimum learning, then 

helping our students get into a state of flow will be our aim."81 By the same token, at the 

2013 summer conference for the Massachusetts chapter of the American Choral Directors 

Association, Joe Miller of Westminster Choir College proclaimed the need for choral 

conductors to put more thought into accounting for flow in their rehearsals. 82 And most 

forthrightly, Kenneth Lee, writing from the perspective of a studio teacher, observes that: 

By organizing our lessons more in harmony with these [flow] characteristics, it is 
possible for us to both become more involved and captivating teachers. Perhaps more 
importantly, we will provide our students with models of successful and enjoyable 
practice experiences, which, we hope, they will emulate on their own. If practice provides 
flow experiences, students will be more likely to seek practice opportunities as oases in 
h . d 83 t etr ay. 

But there is a significant problem with implementing such a charge, which seems 

to be emerging as an implicitly-held belief in the choral conducting profession. 

According to Sinnamon, Moran, and O'Connell, who recently encapsulated the current 

crossroads in flow research in music education: 

The difficulty for educators is that, thus far, research has been able to retrospectively 
record experiences of flow; creating the necessary foundations to actually intervene to 
promote the phenomenon is still some time away. However, the Jag between accurate 
understanding and actual application is ubiquitous across scientific domains, and at least 
knowing that the phenomenon of flow exists and is beneficial to performance could be a 
useful asset to the educator. .. that the concept of flow has been confirmed formally by 
empirical research with music performers may encourage some educators to strive toward 
accelerating its presence among their students [emphasis original].84 

81 Colin Durrant, Choral Conducting: Philosophy and Practice (New York: Routledge, 2003), 30. 
82 Joe Miller, "Building Artistry" (keynote address, MassACDA Summer Conference, Eric Carle Museum, 
Hampshire College, Amherst, MA, July 24, 2013). Joshua Nannestad, email to author, December 31, 2013. 
83 Kenneth Lee, "The Possibilities of Time II: Flow," The American Music Teacher 52, no. 2 
(October/November 2002): 92. 
84 Sinnamon, Moran, and O'Connell, "Flow Among Musicians," 21 . 
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In short, the current difficulty is that there exists no proven empirical method or process 

by which choral conductors might actually intervene to promote flow while making 

music. Research thus far has only been able to document, retrospectively, that flow 

indeed occurred in certain contexts under certain conditions. Nevertheless, to 

subsequently leave alone and unapplied this rich body of work would be a major 

oversight for the entire choral conducting profession. Therefore, while the pursuit for 

research-based flow facilitation intervention strategies carries on in the meantime, the 

aspirational search for what choral conductors theoretically might do with certain aspects 

of the flow model relative to choral music-making remains a valid and important one. 

As a direct consequence, this document proposes one such a way in which to 

incorporate Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi's flow theory into the general theoretical 

perspective of the choral conductor. In particular, I consider the application of one 

specific flow dimension to the essential task required of every conductor prior to any 

successful music experience: namely score study and analysis. Through this analytical 

lens, I focus on high challenge-skill balance-the "universal precondition for flow"-as 

providing a potentially fresh way of conceptualizing how choral conductors might go 

about their music-making, and how such conceptualization might ultimately lead to the 

setting of the conditions conducive to potential flow experiencing. 

Furthermore, as Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi summarize, "the unfolding flow 

experience is shaped by both person and environment," and as such, "rather than focusing 

on the person abstracted from context. .. flow research has emphasized the dynamic 

system composed of person and environment, as well as the phenomenology of person-
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