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 This study explores the flow experiences of collegiate athletes. NCAA 

Division I athletes and intramural athletes (N = 180) completed a series of 

measures on their flow experiences. Comparisons were made regarding the 

characteristics of flow, the perceived facilitators of flow, the frequency of flow 

experiences, and explored the role of perceived ability. Using a person by 

situation interaction framework, this study singles out perceived ability as a 

person factor and competitive level as a situational factor to more clearly 

examine flow experiences. Results indicated distinctions between the two 

groups. Mainly, the intramural athletes reported experiencing the merging of 

action and awareness, autotelic experience, transformation of time and having 

clear goals more frequently than the NCAA Division I athletes. No group 

differences were found for flow frequency or flow facilitators. Perceived ability 

was found to have a weak, but significant relationship with specific flow 

facilitators and characteristics.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Many studies have been conducted to understand the reasons why negative 

sport performances occur, for instance, choking during a big game and experiencing 

anxiety prior to a performance. Far less research has been conducted on positive sport 

experiences. Positive experiences in sport are often quite memorable for athletes. The 

context of sport can provide a unique feeling of flawlessness, causing many athletes to 

be able to remember every detail of their sport experiences. Athletes, when asked about 

memorable sport experiences, often report feeling “in the zone,” or “on fire,” “in control,” 

“in the bubble,” “tuned in,” “super alive” and “unbeatable.” These are common phrases 

used to describe the state of flow. Csikszentmihalyi, as cited by Williams (2001), has 

conceptualized flow as “a state of consciousness where one becomes totally absorbed 

in what one is doing, to the exclusion of all other thoughts and emotions” (p. 5). 

Flow Characteristics 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) has identified nine specific characteristics of flow. The 

characteristics include: challenge-skill balance, merging of action and awareness, clear 

goals, unambiguous feedback, total concentration, sense of control, loss of self-

consciousness, transformation of time, and autotelic experience. These nine 

characteristics capture the essential ingredients of the flow experience. The 

combination of all or a few can bring about the phenomenon of flow. The following 

includes a brief description of each characteristic as identified by Csikszentmihalyi 

(1990). 

The first characteristic of flow described by Csikszentmihalyi (1990) is the 

balance between challenge and skill. The challenge of the situation must match the 
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capacity of the athlete. The challenge cannot be insurmountable for an unskilled athlete, 

nor can it be something that can be easily accomplished by someone highly skilled. The 

individual must perceive a close balance between challenge and skill (Jackson & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). If the situation is too easy, it may yield emotions such as 

boredom that take an individual away from flow. If the situation is too difficult, an 

individual may experience anxiety. The second characteristic of flow involves a merging 

of action and awareness (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Every movement or reaction is 

spontaneous and effortless, almost to the point where athletes do not even think about 

the correct movement. Choosing the correct movement is automatic.  

The third characteristic of flow is having clear goals. Athletes’ knowledge of what 

they are trying to accomplish affects athletes’ ability to completely engage in the activity. 

When they generate clear goals to aim for in competition, athletes will not second-guess 

their decisions. Goals give clarity to athletes’ intentions. In relation to clear goals, 

unambiguous feedback is a fourth characteristic of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). The 

perceptual cues from sport competition are ongoing and provide knowledge about what 

is happening as the activity progresses (Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). Athletes in 

flow can interpret a steady stream of information during play, place their full focus on the 

changing atmosphere and use cues to stay in tune with their goals. In the middle of 

play, athletes can interpret environmental feedback to direct each action toward the 

appropriate objective. This process is derived from the clarity involved in the initial goal-

setting process. Clear goals and unambiguous feedback go hand in hand to produce a 

continuous internal awareness. Also, the addition of external feedback updates athletes 
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as to how the performance is going. Athletes in flow may be more in tune with the 

various cues that trigger their movements.   

Total concentration is a fifth characteristic of flow. The focus is so intense and 

complete in this state that anything outside of the task at hand is completely blocked out 

of thinking. The incoming stream of information entering athletes’ consciousness is 

limited to the relevant stimuli needed to succeed. The mind does not wander to anything 

else. A sense of control is the sixth characteristic of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). 

Control describes how athletes feel about their ability when confronted with a challenge. 

They feel like there is no limit to what can be accomplished. In addition, there is an 

absence of any type of fear that would lead them to believe that this control would go 

away. With the sense of one’s skills being dominant, the ability to control every action 

feels totally within one’s potential.  

The seventh characteristic is a loss of self-consciousness. Athletes continue to 

function in this optimal experience without even thinking about how they are doing so. 

The environment becomes the sole provider of information. Athletes perceive this 

without scrutiny, preventing wasteful energy by worrying about other distractions or past 

events. Athletes are able to completely abandon self-doubt to become one with the 

experience. 

The eighth characteristic, time transformation, involves the perception that time is 

slowing down or speeding up. Some athletes may experience time slowing down, 

enabling them to see the events more clearly than others. For example, athletes 

involved in fast events/activities, such as sprints and baseball may experience a longer 

time period to apply the appropriate, quick response (Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 
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1999). Athletes, therefore, may feel as though they have more time to react. Others may 

feel as though the activity’s motion progressed faster than it really did. Athletes involved 

in activities such as marathons or the Tour de France may extend their focus for greater 

periods of time (Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). Athletes experiencing flow, then, 

may have a distorted sense of time that does not match standard time. The ninth 

characteristic of flow is the autotelic nature of the experience. An autotelic experience is 

intrinsically motivating, feels like a rewarding experience, and positively affects athletes 

in sport. The activity itself produces enjoyment as it is played. The rewards come from 

within.  

Athletes mention at least one, if not all, of the characteristics when they reflect on 

flow experiences (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Consistent evidence for these nine 

characteristics of flow has been found (Jackson, 1992, 1995, 1996; Jackson & Marsh, 

1996). For example, Jackson (1996) conducted a study to understand the flow 

experience in elite athletes. She interviewed 28 athletes to develop a deeper 

understanding of whether flow descriptions fit with Csikszentmihalyi’s nine 

characteristics. She found that 97% of their descriptions did match, particularly salient 

were the characteristics of merging of action and awareness and the autotelic 

experience. Additionally, Jackson and Marsh (1996) conducted a quantitative study with 

394 athletes and also found support for the nine dimensions. Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) 

characteristics have solid research support and have proven useful in assessing flow 

experiences, establishing a clear definition and helping to separate the experience from 

similar constructs. 
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Constructs Related to Flow 

Peak performance and peak experience are constructs that share some similar 

characteristics with flow. Appendix A provides a conceptualization and description of 

each construct. Peak performance is usually described as an extraordinary feat that 

goes above and beyond a person’s regular standards (Kimiecik & Jackson, 2002). Peak 

performance is also characterized by superior functioning and maximized potential in an 

individual. Full focus and clarity in mental processes make up the distinguishing 

characteristics of peak performance (Privette & Bundrick, 1991).  

 Abraham Maslow’s (1968) peak experience is more related to the happiness and 

exhilaration that results from a series of events. Peak experience does not have to 

result from one’s performance. Unlike peak performance, peak experience is the 

ultimate emotional high. It is not based on the individual’s performance outcome. A peak 

experience can occur without a peak performance, since other factors can have an 

impact on a desirable outcome. A peak performance does not always lead to a peak 

experience either. Athletes can have the peak performance of their life and still lack the 

emotional high that comes from a peak experience. Thus, they do not feel the joy as felt 

in a peak experience. It remains unknown the extent to which these two can affect each 

other.   

 Flow, in comparison, is not based on the physical skills that help draw out a peak 

performance, nor is it associated with the pride involved from a peak experience in 

overcoming a great challenge. The experience of flow comes from the individual’s 

absorption in the activity and the sense of the balance between skills and the challenge. 

Flow may be related to peak performance in that both have similar characteristics 
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(Jackson & Roberts, 1992). Several studies have shown a link between the 

characteristics of optimal functioning and psychological states (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 

1990; Jackson, 1992, 1996), meaning psychological states such as a sense of control 

or enjoyment can yield better performances. Flow and peak performance may 

conversely affect each other, each one potentially facilitating the other. Kimiecik and 

Jackson (2002) have suggested that flow may be a precursor to a peak performance 

because of the similarities in optimal psychological characteristics. Intense competitive 

focus, high confidence, fearlessness, and control are primary characteristics of peak 

performance (Gould, Eklund, & Jackson, 1992). For some athletes, flow could even be 

a necessity to a peak performance. “Flow may make the difference between a good 

performance and a great performance” (Jackson & Roberts, 1992, p. 168). Jackson 

(1993) found that 75% of athletes connected flow to their peak performances. On the 

other hand, peak performance has been documented as occurring without flow 

(Jackson, 1993). Oftentimes, this happens as a result of athletes’ physical preparation 

or work ethic exceeding that of the other competitors. Athletes could have just made 

themselves a better player through conditioning, which leaves little to be taken from 

competition.  

Summary of Flow Research 

Most research on flow has focused on the experiences of elite athletes. 

According to the characteristics of flow, elite athletes have expressed a consistent 

pattern in their descriptions (Jackson, 1992, 1996). Jackson’s studies in 1992 and 1996 

provide support for Csikszentmihalyi’s characteristics, revealing a consistency with the 

descriptions of the elite athletes. In addition, research suggests that elite athletes are 
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more likely to enter into flow (Stein, Kimiecik, Daniels, & Jackson, 1995). However, the 

competitive context may actually work against elite level athletes, contradicting this past 

research (Chalip, Csikszentmihalyi, Kleiber, & Larson, 1984; Kimiecik & Jackson, 2002). 

For example, focusing on winning, media hype, and pressure from others may prevent 

or disrupt flow experiences in competitive situations.  

Non-elite athletes also offer descriptions in close agreement with 

Csikszentmihalyi’s characteristics of flow (Jackson et al., 1998). Stein et al. (1995) 

have, at the very least, shown that non-elite athletes can experience flow. Moreover, the 

non-elite environment may actually be more facilitating to frequency of the flow 

experience (Kimiecik & Jackson, 2002). However, there are still many unanswered 

questions when it comes to non-elite athletes’ experiences, such as “how do non-elite 

athletes experience flow? How frequently do non-elite athletes experience flow?” 

(Kimiecik & Jackson, 2002, p. 512).  

Person by Situation Interaction Framework 

 Kimiecik and Stein (1992) proposed a person by situation framework for 

understanding flow. The interaction of person factors, such as goal orientation and 

perceived ability, and situation factors, such as sport type and competitive level, is 

essential for understanding flow experiences.  Perceived competence and competitive 

level are highlighted here. 

The person factor of perceived sport ability may have a strong effect on the 

frequency of flow experiences athletes may undergo. The person by situation 

framework, based on Jackson and Roberts’ (1992) research, suggests that athletes 

high in perceived ability may enter flow more frequently than athletes with low perceived 
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ability. Also, high perceived ability affects athletes’ autotelic personality by raising their 

enjoyment of the sport. The autotelic personality represents the athletes’ enjoyment of 

the activity and can influence athletes’ ability to get into flow (Kimiecik & Stein, 1992).  

Although it is extremely difficult to single out one particular situational factor, it is 

understood that situational factors interacting with person factors are critical to entering 

flow (Kimiecik & Stein, 1992). Competitive level is one situational factor that may have 

an effect on the autotelic personality of athletes (Kimiecik & Stein, 1992). The less 

competitive environment of recreational sport may encourage athletes to play for the 

activity’s own sake.  Jackson and Roberts’ (1992) research also suggests athletes who 

play for intrinsic reasons are more likely to enter flow.      

The Purpose of this Study 

The overall purpose of this study was to examine the flow experiences of college 

student athletes while considering perceived ability. Specifically, comparisons were 

made between NCAA Division I athletes and intramural athletes in terms of flow 

characteristics, the frequency of flow experiences, and perceived facilitators of flow. 

Additionally, the relationships between perceived ability and flow characteristics, flow 

frequency and perceived flow facilitators were explored. This study addressed the 

following research questions:  

(a) Do NCAA Division I athletes and intramural athletes report similar characteristics 

of flow?,  

(b) Do NCAA Division I athletes differ in factors perceived to facilitate their flow 

experiences from intramural athletes?,  
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(c) Do NCAA Division I athletes differ in the frequency of their flow experiences from 

intramural athletes?, and  

(d) Is perceived ability related to flow characteristics, flow frequency and perceived 

flow facilitators?  
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 The following chapter reviews previous literature that is most relevant to the 

study being conducted. It includes an explanation of the unpredictability of certain 

aspects of flow, highlighting those aspects that are shown to be most valuable to 

facilitating flow. Ultimately, it is the interaction of a combination of person and situation 

factors, as expressed by the person by interaction framework that lead athletes into flow 

(Kimiecik & Stein, 1992).  

  Person factors and situational factors of the person by situation framework are 

briefly reviewed in this section as they relate to the study’s purposes. Research that is 

directly related to flow experiences among elite and non-elite athletes is also 

recognized. Rationale is provided for this study, including previous research on flow 

characteristics, frequency of flow, and facilitators of flow. Additionally, perceived ability 

and competitive level are isolated as major factors influencing flow frequency.   

Person by Situation Framework 

 The person by situation framework is a paradigm constructed to better 

understand how and why athletes enter flow (Kimiecik & Stein, 1992).  This framework 

proposes that certain dispositional and state factors interact with the sport situation and 

influence flow experiences (Kimiecik & Stein, 1992). “ [Flow] may happen 

spontaneously, it is much more likely that flow will result either from a structured activity, 

or from an individual’s ability to make flow occur, or both” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 

71). Kimiecik and Stein’s (1992) person by situation framework addresses this person-

situation interaction in terms of the individual’s ability to make flow occur (person 

factors) and the structure of the activity (situation factors).  
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Person factors. As suggested by Kimiecik and Stein’s (1992) interactional person 

by situation framework, person factors may include goal orientation, motivation, anxiety, 

and perceived ability. Researchers have examined each of these constructs in relation 

to flow. Goal orientation is an important concept used to explain why certain athletes 

participate in their activities. Goal orientation is defined as “how athletes construe their 

competence,” (Kimiecik & Stein, 1992, p.150) and deals with the thought processes of 

task-oriented and ego-oriented behavior. Task-oriented athletes are more concerned 

with self-improvement and learning of the activity itself, while ego-oriented athletes tend 

to focus on victory, displaying their talent, and outperforming others (Jackson & 

Roberts, 1992). Jackson and Roberts (1992) found that task goal orientation was 

related to the frequency of flow experiences, while ego orientation was not related to 

flow frequency. However, not all research has supported this hypothesized relationship 

(Jackson et al., 1998).  

Intrinsic motivation is the desire to perform an activity that is worth doing for its 

own sake (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Thus, athletes that play with high levels of intrinsic 

motivation are not concerned with the potential extrinsic rewards they may receive from 

a good performance. The actual sensations experienced in flow are most responsible 

for intrinsic motivation. In addition, athletes with high intrinsic motivation are more likely 

to experience flow because they are interested in what they are playing 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). A positive relationship between intrinsic motivation and flow 

has been established (Jackson et al., 1998), and intrinsic motivation has been found to 

be a predictor of flow (Jackson, Kimiecik, Ford & Marsh 1998).  
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The autotelic nature of experience, related to intrinsic motivation, refers to the 

intrinsically motivating aspects of an activity and some researchers have suggested that 

having an autotelic personality may provide the individual with a compatible mindset for 

flow. Those who have the autotelic personality may process feedback more sensibly, 

converting obstacles to conquerable challenges (Kimiecik & Jackson, 2002).  

Competitive trait anxiety is a personal factor suggested to prevent flow. 

Competitive trait anxiety is defined as “the tendency to perceive competitive situations 

as threatening and to respond to these situations with feelings of apprehension or 

tension” (Martens, 1977, p.23). Competitive trait anxiety occurs when athletes interpret 

adverse circumstances as a threat to their play. It can lead to anxiety and worrisome 

behavior, which may prevent flow. This reinforces the importance of an optimal arousal 

state for experiencing flow (Jackson, 1995).  

Finally, perceived ability has been suggested as the most critical person factor 

related to flow. As Csikszentmihalyi (1990) suggests, “it is not the skills we actually have 

that determine how we feel, but the ones we think we have” (p.75). Jackson and 

Roberts (1992), in a study with 200 collegiate athletes, found that perceived ability was 

related to performance and flow experiences. A flow state is more likely to occur when 

athletes are high in confidence and perceive that they are capable of being successful 

in a given situation. The flow characteristic of the challenge-skills balance is more 

prevalent in athletes with high perceived ability (Jackson & Roberts, 1992).  

Athletes with high perceived ability may be more inclined to welcome challenges 

with confidence in their skills. Given the importance of perceived ability and skill level, 

much of flow research has centered on the experiences of elite athletes (Jackson, 1995; 
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Jackson & Roberts 1992). Moreover, Jackson et al. (1998) designated perceived ability 

as crucial to facilitating flow states. They suggested that less-skilled athletes would not 

experience flow as often as skilled athletes because their actual and perceived level of 

ability was much lower. Athletes with high-perceived ability feel they can take on a 

greater range of challenges without anxiety. High perceived ability, then, may ward off 

the anxiety that negatively affects flow. Jackson, Thomas, Marsh and Smethurst (2001) 

conducted a study with 236 athletes representing three sports. Their research reaffirms 

the idea that perceived ability has a positive effect on the experience of flow.  

Situation factors. Competitive level is a situational factor that may be related to 

flow experiences. Many situational differences arise when athletes play for fun in a less 

competitive environment as opposed to a highly competitive elite environment. Non-elite 

sport participants, such as intramural or recreational athletes who make up the majority 

of sport participants, do not have the same tensions related to their sport participation 

and performance that accompany an elite competitive environment (Kimiecik & 

Jackson, 2002). Non-elite athletes may use sport to satisfy their need to play, focusing 

on the quality of the experience. Sport offers enjoyment for those who play 

recreationally. The moments they spend participating are rewarding simply for the 

experience itself. This constitutes a characteristic of flow called the autotelic experience. 

An autotelic experience is “intrinsically rewarding, one that we choose to do for its own 

sake” (Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999, p.30). Also, this enjoyment is associated with 

intrinsic motivation, a major facilitator of flow (Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999).  

Elite level sport introduces aspects of competition that are not seen at the non-

elite level. With winning set as the primary goal, the ability to enter flow may change. 
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Flow may become more difficult to reach because extrinsic rewards move the focus 

from the present to the future (Kimiecik & Jackson, 2002). In the minds of athletes, the 

future holds the outcome of the activity, while the experience of the activity itself 

becomes less significant. “As this shift from play to sport to highly competitive sport 

occurs, there is the potential for many of the precursors of the flow experience to be 

diminished or replaced” (Kimiecik & Jackson, 2002, p.512). Thus, elite athletes’ ability to 

enter flow may not be as prevalent as once thought since environmental and contextual 

factors may be detrimental to the flow experience. The person by situation framework 

highlights competitive level under its situation factors because of the potential effect on 

athletes’ motivation. 

Flow Experiences among Elite and Non-Elite Athletes 

The study of flow has focused primarily on contexts that involve elite athletes. 

Elite athletes are usually defined as those who play for U.S. Division I collegiate sport or 

higher (Kimiecik & Jackson, 2002), although there is a wide range of skill level within the 

category of Division I athletics. While no clear definition of non-elite athletes exist, 

Kimiecik and Jackson (2002) define non-elite athletes as those who do not compete and 

have not competed in collegiate national or international competitions. This is done to 

most effectively provide a sufficient gap in ability between elite athletes and non-elite 

athletes. Non-elite athletes make up the majority of the population of sport participants. 

Therefore, research done on the non-elite community holds considerable value.   

Flow characteristics. The extent to which elite versus non-elite athletes 

experience flow similarly or differently has not been thoroughly examined. Jackson’s 

study in 1992 analyzed interviews with 16 former U.S. champion figure skaters. Keeping 



 
 

 15

in mind Csikszentmihalyi’s definition of flow, the skater’s perceptions of flow 

corresponded to the theoretical descriptions of the flow construct (Jackson, 1992). Elite 

athletes have expressed a consistent pattern in their descriptions of flow experiences 

(Jackson, 1992, 1995, 1996). As found in Jackson’s (1996) research, 97% of the raw 

data themes resulting from her in-depth interviews with elite athletes matched 

Csikszentmihalyi’s characteristics of flow. Within a different context, Martin and Cutler 

(2002) conducted further research with 40 theater students enrolled in a midwestern 

American university theater program. Csikszentmihalyi has often compared the theater 

to sport with similarities in practice hours, sustaining motivation, and performing in front 

of audiences. Martin and Cutler’s (2002) study revealed support for Csikszentmihalyi’s 

nine dimensions when in an optimal flow experience. In addition, experience became an 

issue when undergraduates were compared to full-assistantship graduates. Initially, flow 

researchers suggested that experience allows the performers to better deal with 

situations that prevent flow (Jackson, 1995). However, undergraduates reported more 

intrinsic motivation than the more experienced graduates.      

Less is known about the flow experiences of non-elite athletes. The few studies 

that have looked at non-elite athletes, such as Jackson et al.’s (1998) study, suggest 

that the flow experience is similar across varying levels of performance or competition. 

Jackson et al. (1998) conducted a study with 398 participants who were non-elite, older, 

Masters athletes. The athletes responded to questions with reoccurring descriptions that 

identified key characteristics of flow. Of the nine characteristics specified earlier, 

balance between challenge and skill, sense of control, and autotelic experience were 

most significantly related to their flow experiences. However, in general, little is known 
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about the flow experiences of non-elite athletes. Thus, one of the purposes of this study 

was to compare the characteristics of flow reported by elite and non-elite athletes. It 

was expected that similar characteristics would be reported. 

Flow frequency. There are conflicting lines of thought when it comes to the 

frequency of flow experiences among elite and non-elite athletes. While some flow 

researchers have suggested that elite athletes are more likely to experience flow than 

non-elite athletes because of their experience and skill level, others have suggested 

that the context of elite level sport may actually be detrimental in terms of achieving 

flow. Jackson (1996) has hypothesized that elite athletes are more likely to enter flow 

due to greater experience and knowledge. Similarly, Stein et al. (1995) found that low 

skilled, non-elite athletes were at a disadvantage for experiencing flow. Stein et al., 

(1995) assumed, then, that elite athletes would be able to access the flow state more 

frequently than their less-than-elite counterparts. However, the study did emphasize the 

potential of flow to occur among varying skill levels, even within recreational settings.  

While on the one hand, the experience and skill level of elite athletes would seem 

to be beneficial in terms of experiencing flow, the context of elite-level sport may be 

detrimental. Elite athletes may be in environments that are not conducive for 

experiencing flow. The extrinsic rewards, for example, associated with being a highly 

skilled athlete might include financial success and fame, resulting in an environment in 

which it is difficult to be intrinsically motivated. The enjoyment that comes from “just 

playing” in more recreational situations may facilitate flow experiences. Also, the 

informal environment, to which non-elite athletes are accustomed, may also be 

beneficial. Kimiecik and Jackson (2002) suggest that “Non-elite sport participants may 
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have an advantage over elite athletes in being more able to control and structure their 

environment to optimize the skill-challenge balance, and, in turn, the quality of their 

experience” (p.513).  

In a sense, the reduced importance placed on performance and outcome within 

recreational athletic contexts may actually facilitate flow (Kimiciek & Jackson, 2002). For 

example, Chalip et al.’s (1984) study of 75 students revealed a sufficient balance 

between challenge and skills was more likely to surface in a context in which individuals 

felt they were more in control. In their study, informal physical activity, without adult 

supervision, was more likely to help the students enter flow. They felt as though they 

could play for themselves, without the outside pressures associated with performance 

evaluation. In addition, Burns (1992) conducted a survey on Masters sport participants 

in Australia that asked why each individual played their respective sport. Over 75% 

responded with answers describing previous enjoyment or what looked like a good time. 

In accordance with Csikszentmihalyi, it seems as though athletes consider enjoyment to 

be a crucial component to flow. It also seems that this enjoyment is most likely found in 

a non-elite, recreational context. 

Facilitators of flow. Athletes, while feeling that they cannot “control” or “force” flow 

to happen, often feel that certain conditions can facilitate flow (Jackson, 2000). Most 

research examining factors that facilitate flow have focused on the experiences of elite 

athletes. Elite athletes most frequently mention that having positive mental attitude, 

being optimally prepared, being mentally focused, and having a sense of readiness as 

factors that help them set the stage for flow to happen (Jackson, 2000). Qualitative 

research with elite athletes has suggested that some flow facilitators are viewed as 
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controllable, such as physical and mental preparation, attitude, and motivation, while 

other factors are not within control, such as environmental conditions (Jackson, 1992, 

1995).  

Far less is known with regards to non-elite athletes and facilitators that help them 

achieve flow. The experience of flow may be similar in elite and non-elite athletes, but 

the factors facilitating flow may vary considerably. Jackson et al. (1998) identified 

perceived skill in masters’ athletes as having a major effect on flow. Furthermore, 

perceived skill was significantly correlated to the nine dimensions (Jackson et al., 1998).  

Rationale 

It seems that there is much to learn about the subjective quality of experiences in 

non-elite versus elite sport settings relative to perceived ability. Csikszentmihalyi’s 

contributions (1975, 1990) towards understanding this state continue to shape research 

on flow experiences. Kimiecik and Stein’s (1992) person by situation framework 

provides a model for better understanding how perceived ability (a person factor) 

interacts with competitive level (a situation factor) to influence flow experiences. One 

challenge of using this framework is finding athletes who participate in sport with truly 

low perceived ability, particularly at the NCAA Division I level. Thus, for the purposes of 

this study, perceived ability was accounted for in the statistical analyses. Interactions 

between competitive level and perceived ability were not examined because it was felt 

that a low perceived ability group of athletes would be unrealistically difficult to find. 
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METHOD 

Participants 

 One hundred-eighty male college students participated in this study. Eighty 

NCAA Division I athletes represented the elite athlete group (Kimiecik & Jackson, 

2002). Intramural athletes included 100 participants in intramural sports who had not 

participated in any organized Division I or international sport activity. The intramural 

athletes represented the non-elite athlete group (Kimiecik & Jackson, 2002). 

Participants ranged from 18 to 29 years of age. Participants were not excluded from this 

study based on race or ethnicity.  

Measurement Instruments 

Demographic and background questionnaire. The demographic questionnaire 

(Appendix B) included items pertaining to demographic information, such as gender, 

age, and ethnicity. Background data was also collected via this measure, including sport 

participation information.  

Flow State Scale-2 (FSS2). Jackson’s (2001) Flow State Scale-2 consists of 36 

items (Appendix C) and includes nine subscales representing the nine characteristics of 

flow. Participants were instructed to think about a recent optimal sport experience in 

which they felt completely absorbed in the activity and that was enjoyable (Martin & 

Cutler, 2002). Participants then rated their agreement with each item using a 5-point 

Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Strong internal 

consistency has previously been demonstrated with an overall alpha of 0.87 and alpha 

values on subscales ranging from 0.80 to 0.92 (Jackson, 2001). FSS-2 subscales also 

demonstrated adequate internal consistencies in the current study. The reliability 
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coefficients for the FSS-2 subscales were as follows: Challenge-Skill Balance .74, 

Merging of Action and Awareness .83, Clear Goals .74, Unambiguous Feedback .86, 

Concentration on the Task at Hand .80, Sense of Control .83, Loss of Self-

Consciousness .87, Transformation of Time .67, and Autotelic Experience .82.                                     

Additionally, in a pilot study conducted prior to this study, a two week test-retest 

relationship for the nine subscales was adequate and ranged from .78 to .90. 

Flow frequency. Flow frequency was assessed by two items (Appendix D). First, 

participants were asked: “In your most recent competitive season, how often did you 

experience flow?” Participants responded using a 5-point Likert Scale with each item 

ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Second, participants were asked: “In the sport in 

which you are currently competing, how many times did you feel you were in flow during 

the season?”  In a pilot study, the two items in the flow frequency scale demonstrated 

adequate two-week test-retest reliability ranging from .92 to .99.  

Flow facilitators. A flow facilitator questionnaire, a descriptive measure consisting 

of 35 items, was developed to assess the extent to which certain factors facilitate flow 

(Appendix E). Participants were instructed to think of a recent optimal sport experience 

and then rate factors in terms of the extent to which each one helped them get into flow. 

Participants completed each item using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (no effect) 

to 5 (strong effect). This descriptive measure was developed for this study based on 

previous research using in-depth interviews with athletes about factors that help them 

get into flow (Jackson, 1992, 1996; Russell, 2001). In the pilot study, two-week test-

retest reliability analyses of the 35 items in the flow facilitator questionnaire showed 

adequate test-retest reliabilities ranging from .60 to .92 with an average of .82. One item 
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(Item 16: being physically rested) did not demonstrate adequate test-retest reliability 

(.52); however the item was left in for exploratory purposes. 

Perceived ability. Perceived ability (Appendix F) was assessed using two items: 

“How would you rate yourself in ability?” and “How good do you think you are in 

comparison to those you compete against?" The two items were based on Nicholls, 

Patashnick, and Nolan’s scale (1985). Participants responded to each item on a 10-

point Likert Scale with ratings ranging from 1 (extremely poor) to 10 (exceptional). 

Nicholls et al. (1985) reported that these two questions were significantly correlated at 

.65. The results of the pilot study for these two items indicated that both demonstrated 

adequate two-week test-retest reliability ranging from .79 to .80. 

Procedures and Analyses 

University Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained from the 

University of North Texas before data collection took place. After IRB approval was 

obtained for this study, coaches, trainers, athletic directors, and intramural supervisors 

were contacted at designated universities via a letter of inquiry (Appendix G). Once 

initial contact was made, preliminary plans were made to set up data collection.  

An informed consent form (Appendix H) was handed out to participants prior to 

distribution of the questionnaires by the mediator of the situation (i.e., informed 

personnel, a trained graduate student) or by the researcher. Standardized instructions 

were given along with a small introductory statement explaining the purpose of the 

study and the definition of flow (Appendix J). In addition, the rights of the participants as 

volunteers were explained. The participants then completed the surveys. All 

researchers who assisted in the study followed the same procedure. 
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Data Analysis 

Data analyses involved preliminary data analyses, along with analyses for each 

research question. The preliminary data analyses included descriptive information on 

the demographics and background of participants, flow characteristics, flow frequency, 

flow facilitators, and perceived ability. Means and standard deviations were calculated 

for age, number of years participating in sport, FSS-2 subscales and total scores, flow 

frequency, flow facilitator items, and perceived ability. Additionally, frequencies for sport 

participation and ethnicity were calculated. Prior to the main analyses, a t-test was 

performed to determine if a group difference in perceived ability existed. No significant 

difference was found. Therefore, perceived ability was not entered as a covariate in the 

main analyses. 

To address the first research question (do NCAA Division I athletes versus 

intramural athletes report similar characteristics of flow?), scores on the FSS-2 

subscales were compared using a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA). The 

dependent variables were scores on the nine FSS-2 subscales. Because participants 

responded to two perceived ability items, a perceived ability composite score was 

created by averaging the response to those items together. To address the second 

research question (do NCAA Division I athletes differ in factors perceived to facilitate 

their flow experiences from intramural athletes?), 35 analyses of variances (ANOVA) 

were conducted. Each item on the flow facilitator questionnaire was treated as a 

dependent variable and the alpha level was adequately modified to .001 to reduce the 

type 1 error rate. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to evaluate the third 

research question (do NCAA Division I athletes differ in the frequency of their flow 
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experiences from intramural athletes?). Athletes’ self-reported flow frequency during the 

past season was the dependent variable. Although participants responded to two flow 

frequency items, a flow frequency composite score was not computed because of 

missing data on the second item. Thus, only the first item (In your most recent 

competitive season, how often did you experience flow?) was used in this analysis. 

Correlations were examined to address the final research question (Is perceived ability 

related to flow characteristics, flow frequency and perceived flow facilitators?). 
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RESULTS 

Descriptive Statistics 

One hundred and eighty male college students participated in this study. There 

were 100 intramural sport participants from the University of North Texas and 80 NCAA 

Division I athletes from the University of Rutgers, University of North Texas, and the 

University of Pennsylvania. Participants had a mean age of 20.69 (SD = 2.13) and 

ranged in age from 18-29 years old. Most participants (60%) self-reported their ethnicity 

as Caucasian. The NCAA Division I participants included athletes from basketball (n = 

31), football (n = 26), track (n = 10), swimming (n = 5), soccer (n = 3), lacrosse (n = 2), 

tennis (n = 1), wrestling (n = 1), and baseball (n = 1). Intramural participants included 

athletes from football (n = 80), basketball (n = 46), soccer (n = 15), volleyball (n = 11), 

baseball (n = 7), golf (n = 4), wrestling (n = 1), and track (n = 1). Many intramural 

athletes participated in more than one sport (see Appendix K Tables 2 and 3).  

Based on responses to the FSS-2, both NCAA Division I athletes and intramural 

athletes reported that having an autotelic experience was the most frequently 

experienced characteristic of flow, while feeling a loss of self-consciousness was the 

least frequently experienced characteristic of flow. Among the NCAA Division I athletes, 

being physically prepared and being mentally prepared were two factors with the 

highest ratings as factors facilitating flow experiences. Intramural athletes indicated that 

being physically prepared and being mentally prepared were also important facilitators, 

along with feeling confident in one’s ability, having a positive attitude, having fun play 

one’s sport, and having positive interactions with one’s team. The descriptive statistics 

for the FSS-2 subscales, flow frequency scale items, flow facilitator questionnaire items, 
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and perceived ability scale items are reported in Appendix K Tables 4 and 5 for the total 

sample, the NCAA Division I athletes and the intramural athletes.    

Main Analyses 

Group differences in flow characteristics. A MANOVA was conducted to examine 

group differences in flow characteristics experienced. The results revealed a significant 

main effect between the flow characteristics experienced by NCAA Division I athletes 

and intramural athletes, Wilks’ lambda = .886, F (9, 170) = 2.381, p < .05, eta2 = .114, 

power = .916. Specifically, the intramural athletes reported experiencing the merging of 

action and awareness, having clear goals, time transformation, and having an autotelic 

experience more frequently than the NCAA Division I athletes (see Appendix K Table 

6). 

 Group differences in perceived flow facilitators. A series of 35 ANOVAs were 

conducted to examine group differences in factors perceived to facilitate flow. The alpha 

was adjusted to .001. A significant difference was found for one perceived flow facilitator 

item, Feeling that my confidence builds before a game, F (1,177) = 11.33, p<.001, eta2 

= .06, power = .51. The intramural athletes reported that this item was a factor 

facilitating flow to a greater extent than the NCAA Division I athletes. Although this item 

was statistically significant, because of low power and effect size, this result was more 

than likely due to error. Appendix K Table 7 contains the ANOVA information for all 35 

perceived flow facilitator items. 

 Group differences in flow frequency. An ANOVA was conducted to examine 

group differences in flow frequency. No group difference was found, F (1,178) = 0.313, 

p>.05 (see Appendix K Table 8).  
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Relationships between perceived ability and flow characteristics, perceived flow 

facilitators, and flow frequency. Correlations were run to examine the relationships 

between perceived ability and flow characteristics, flow frequency and perceived flow 

facilitators for the NCAA Division I athletes and the intramural athletes (see Appendix K 

Table 9). Perceived ability was related to the merging of action and awareness 

characteristic of flow for the NCAA Division I athletes, while among the intramural 

athletes, perceived ability was related to having a sense of control. Among the NCAA 

Division I athletes, several significant relationships were found between perceived ability 

and perceived flow facilitators including: having a positive attitude, being physically 

relaxed in the game and being motivated to play well for scouts. Only one perceived 

flow facilitator, talking with teammates, was related to perceived ability among the 

intramural athletes. No significant relationships were found between perceived ability 

and flow frequency. 
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DISCUSSION 

The overall purpose of this study was to examine the flow experiences of NCAA 

Division I athletes and intramural athletes. Specifically, group differences were explored 

in terms of flow characteristics, the frequency of flow experiences, and perceived 

facilitators of flow. The role of perceived ability was also explored. Additionally, the 

relationships between perceived ability and flow characteristics, flow frequency, and 

perceived flow facilitators were explored. First, group differences in flow characteristics 

are examined. Second, group differences in perceived flow facilitators are analyzed. 

Third, group differences in flow frequency are examined. Finally, relationships between 

perceived ability and flow characteristics, flow frequency, and perceived flow facilitators 

are looked at. 

The results indicated that the intramural athletes experienced several flow 

characteristics more frequently than the NCAA Division I athletes.  The intramural 

athletes reported experiencing an autotelic experience, the merging of action and 

awareness, having clear goals, and transformation of time more frequently during flow 

than that of NCAA Division I athletes. The difference in autotelic experience is not a 

complete surprise given the differing contexts of NCAA Division I and intramural sport. 

Competitive level, which was the primary situational factor in this study, needs to be 

considered in explaining the group differences in autotelic experience. This group 

difference supports previous research that suggests non-elite athletes focused on the 

quality of the experience, satisfying their need to play (Kimiecik & Jackson, 2002). 

Jackson et al. (1998) found autotelic experience to be more frequently experienced by 

non-elite athletes for these same reasons. Additionally, the role of motivation may be 
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important to consider in relation to competitive sport contexts. In non-elite spot contexts, 

such as intramural sports, the extrinsic reward of winning may not be set as the primary 

goal; instead, engaging in the activity for enjoyment may be a higher priority. In addition, 

Martin and Cutler’s (2002) research outside of sport revealed the less experienced 

students reported more intrinsic motivation than experienced students. The findings in 

the present study support the idea that non-elite sport contexts may differ from elite 

competitive sport environments in ways that impact the flow experiences of athletes. 

Focusing on contextual factors and how they may influence flow experiences may be a 

fruitful area for future research.  

 Intramural athletes also reported experiencing a merging of action and 

awareness during flow more frequently than NCAA Division I athletes. NCAA Division I 

athletes may find it more difficult to commit automatic, effortless movements when the 

sport context in which they perform holds more possibilities for disruptions of flow. The 

external competitive and performance pressures that a NCAA Division I level sport 

context contains may contribute to an environment in which it is difficult to get into and 

maintain flow. For instance, uncontrollable, environmental conditions such as unruly 

crowds, unfamiliar settings, structured and unstructured stoppages in play, and 

inclement weather may be more likely to occur in a NCAA Division I sport context than 

in an intramural sport context. This suggestion seems consist with Jackson’s (1992, 

1995) research on flow. Interestingly, Jackson (1992, 1995) found that athletes are 

aware of factors that not only facilitate their flow experiences, but also factors that 

prevent and disrupt flow. In fact, Jackson’s (1992, 1995) research indicates that 

experiencing distractions, disruptions, surprises, and interruptions prior to or during 
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performance may lead to an inability to maintain an appropriate focus and subsequently 

prevent and/or disrupt flow. 

Having clear goals was a third characteristic of flow reported more frequently by 

the intramural athletes than the NCAA Division I athletes. Again, it is important to 

consider this finding in relation to the differing sport contexts in which the participants 

perform. While not included in the current study, it would make sense that intramural 

athletes may be able to focus on goals that satisfy intrinsic rewards more than NCAA 

Division I athletes simply because of environmental and contextual factors. Intrinsic 

goals may be fulfilled by simply engaging in sport. Extrinsic rewards and outside 

pressures such as financial success, fame, scholarships, and winning could complicate 

NCAA Division I athletes’ decisions on what the most important goals are to accomplish. 

The question of whether this distortion of clear goals takes place more often in NCAA 

Division I athletes is a good area for future research. 

Finally, intramural athletes reported transformation of time as a characteristic 

more frequently experienced than NCAA Division I athletes. Although there was a 

significant group difference, the average scores for this particular FSS-2 subscale were 

relatively low for both groups, making this a more infrequently experienced factor 

compared to other flow characteristics. Context may play a role in the way the two 

groups’ games are structured. NCAA Division I athletes often conform to the rules and 

regulations of structured stoppages of play and timeouts within the game. The free-

flowing pace that often accompanies intramurals may allow for athletes to lose track of 

time or prolong a flow experience more easily than NCAA Division I athletes. The 
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autotelic experience associated with intramural participation may also contribute to 

intramural athletes more frequently experiencing time transformation.  

Group differences in factors perceived facilitate flow experiences were also 

explored in this study. The results indicated no group differences between NCAA 

Division I athletes and intramural athletes in terms of factors perceived to help them get 

into flow. In considering the results of the perceived flow facilitator analyses, it is 

important to recognize that this component of the study was exploratory. In looking at 

the highest ratings reported (mean of 4.50 or above on a 1-5 Likert scale), both NCAA 

Division I athletes and intramural athletes reported that being prepared physically and 

mentally were important factors facilitating their flow experiences. This finding supports 

previous research done by Jackson (2000) with elite athletes. Jackson (2000) found that 

athletes most frequently mentioning being optimally prepared and mentally focused as 

two primary factors contributing to experiences of flow.  

Several other perceived facilitators were identified by the intramural athletes as 

being important including feeling confident in one’s ability and having a positive attitude. 

These two particular factors are interesting in relation to attaining an optimal 

psychological state. Intramural athletes may not have the physical skill and ability that 

NCAA Division I athletes have, they may therefore rely more heavily on mental skills to 

facilitate their flow experiences. The results from this study seem to support previous 

research that has demonstrated a link between the characteristics of optimal functioning 

and psychological states (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 1990; Jackson 1992, 1996). In 

addition, having positive team interaction was rated highly by the intramural athletes. 

Taking into account the intramural sport context, there may be more opportunities and 
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desire for social interactions and, as such, intramural athletes may find that social 

facilitators of flow, such as positive team interaction, are important in facilitating flow 

experiences (Kimiecik & Jackson, 2002). Finally, having fun playing sport was rated 

high by intramural athletes and would seem to reflect intrinsic motivation and autotelic 

experience, which is an essential component of the flow experience. The facilitator, 

having fun playing my sport, supports previous research (Burns, 1992). For example, 

Burns’ (1992) study revealed 75% of his sample of non-elite, Masters, sport participants 

responded that they played their respective sport for enjoyment and having a good time.       

 Flow frequency was examined in this study and results revealed no difference in 

the frequency of flow experiences between the NCAA Division I athletes and the 

intramural athletes. This may suggest that while the context of intramural athletics may 

be more conducive for experiencing flow, the skill and ability of NCAA Division I athletes 

may enhance the likelihood of a flow experience. Specifically, Jackson (1996) 

suggested greater experience and knowledge offered an advantage to elite athletes, 

while Chalip et al. (1984) studied the reduced importance that was placed on informal 

sport, revealing that the lack of outside pressures helped non-elite athletes get into flow. 

Particularly, task-oriented oriented athletes and the enjoyment of sport were more likely 

to be found in a non-elite, recreational context. Clearly, additional research in this area 

is warranted. 

Finally, perceived ability, as an important person factor in the person by situation 

interaction framework, was examined in relation to flow characteristics, flow frequency, 

and perceived flow facilitators. Jackson et al. (1998) designated perceived ability as 

crucial to facilitating flow states. In examining the relationship between perceived ability 
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and flow characteristics, differences were found between the NCAA Division I athletes 

and the intramural athletes. Perceived ability was related to merging of action and 

awareness among the NCAA Division I athletes, that is, those athletes with higher 

perceived ability reported experiencing a merging of action and awareness more 

frequently than athletes with lower perceived ability. NCAA Division I athletes may trust 

their ability and skill with a higher perceived ability, making it easier to spontaneously 

react. NCAA Division I athletes may not have think about the correct movement due to 

experience. Among the intramural athletes, perceived ability was related to having a 

sense of control. Intramural athletes with higher perceived ability reported experiencing 

a sense of control during flow more frequently than athletes with lower perceived ability. 

Several researchers (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 1990; Jackson 1992, 1996) identified 

control as a primary characteristic of peak performance, suggesting its ability to facilitate 

better performances. A sufficient level of perceived ability, then, may allow athletes to 

experience a sense of control that not only contributes to flow experiences but may also 

contribute to improved performance.  

A weak relationship was found between perceived ability and the flow facilitator 

having a positive attitude for the NCAA Division I athletes. In other words, NCAA 

Division I athletes with higher levels of perceived ability felt that having a positive 

attitude was more facilitative for their flow experiences than NCAA Division I athletes 

with lower levels of perceived ability. This suggests that for positive attitude to help 

NCAA Division I athletes get into flow there is a minimum level of perceived ability that 

may be required. This is most easily understood in referring back to Csikszentmihalyi’s 

suggestion that “it is not the skills we actually have that determine how we feel, but the 
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ones we think we have” (p.75). Having a positive attitude is a direct way of increasing 

perceived ability and confidence, thus, helping athletes reach flow. Jackson and 

Roberts (1992) found that a flow state is more likely to occur when athletes are high in 

perceived ability and confidence. 

A weak relationship was also found between perceived ability and the flow 

facilitator being physically relaxed in the game for NCAA Division I athletes. Relaxation 

may occur in NCAA Division I athletes because of their confidence in their abilities. The 

relationship between perceived ability and relaxation as a flow facilitator suggests that 

athletes must have a minimum level of perceived ability for relaxation in the game to 

facilitate their flow experience. Because NCAA Division I contexts are often more 

competitive and contain pressures that are not seen in intramural contexts, perceived 

ability may be particularly necessary to ward off outside anxiety and supply confidence 

for relaxation to be effective in facilitating for NCAA Division I athletes’ flow experiences. 

NCAA Division I athletes reported a relationship between perceived ability and 

the flow facilitator being motivated to play well for scouts. This makes sense as higher 

perceived ability is related to confidence and athletes with higher perceived ability may 

then welcome challenges with confidence. Higher perceived ability, then, can ward off 

anxiety of performance and diminish perceived pressure from the presences of scouts. 

At the same time, intramural athletes do not have scouts attend their events, so it is 

logical that for the intramural athletes perceived ability was not related to this flow 

facilitator.  

Intramural athletes reported a weak relationship between perceived ability and 

talking with teammates. It may be that the confidence associated with perceived ability 
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can help intramural athletes interact through talking and socializing, helping everyone to 

enjoy the experience more and provide intrinsic motivation.  

  There were several strengths and limitations of this proposed study that must 

be recognized. One strength of this study was the focus on understanding of how non-

elite athletes (i.e., intramural athletes) experience flow. As non-elite athletes comprise 

the majority of the sporting population, it is beneficial to better understand their 

experiences, which may in turn provide information useful in developing practical 

strategies for enhancing their flow experiences.  A second strength of this study was the 

use of Kimiecik and Stein’s (1992) interactional framework. The person by situation 

framework guided this study and helped to provide a better understanding of perceived 

ability and competitive level.  

Like most studies, there were several limitations that must be identified. First, 

because this study used a survey methodology, there was the potential for social 

desirability to influence participants’ responses. However, several steps were taken to 

reduce the likelihood of the social desirability effect. Participants were informed of their 

rights as voluntary participants and that their responses would remain confidential. Also, 

participants were asked to respond as honestly as possible. A second limitation of this 

study was that the data was self-report data, thus one of the assumptions of the study 

was that participants were completing the surveys honestly and accurately. A third 

limitation was that the schools chosen for this study did not represent the entire NCAA 

Division I sport community. There are schools with better NCAA Division I programs. 

This class of schools may not provide the opportunity to turn professional at the end of 

their collegiate careers. The fact that these athletes may not have this option may reflect 
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their responses to the survey. The athletes’ experience may be a fourth limitation. The 

demographics and background questionnaire did not ask athletes for the number of 

years experienced at the Division I or intramural level. The athletes’ experience in 

Division I or intramural sport may influence athletes’ experiences with flow. A final 

limitation may be the variations in sport for the experience of flow. Although many sports 

were similar across NCAA Division I athletes and intramural athletes, there was not an 

exact match for an equal number of athletes for each sport, leaving room for error. The 

differences between sports may be important to consider when comparing flow 

experiences in athletes. A comparison between athletes’ flow experiences in “like” 

sports may be a good area for future research. 

Conclusions 

This study examined flow experiences among athletes in two different 

competitive contexts: NCAA Division I sport and intramural sport. Previous research has 

focused primarily on the experiences of elite level athletes, such as national and 

international competitors (Jackson 1992, 1995), however much more of the sporting 

population consists of non-elite athletes, such as intramural athletes. Thus, this study 

attempted to begin to fill in a gap in previous flow research. Additionally, perceived 

ability was taken into account in an effort to examine similarities and differences in the 

flow experiences of two distinct groups of athletes. The results indicated that group 

differences did exist in the frequency of experiencing four specific characteristics of 

flow, autotelic experience, merging of action and awareness, transformation of time, and 

clear goals. Contextual factors were suggested to be essential in understanding those 

group differences and important for consideration in future research.  
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In addition, while the results implied no group differences exist between 

perceived flow facilitators, participants’ responses did indicate that preparation, both 

physical and mental, was considered important in facilitating flow experiences in both 

NCAA Division I and intramural athletes. Clearly, this is important information for 

athletes, coaches, and consultants in a variety of competitive sport contexts. For non-

elite athletes and individuals working in non-elite sport contexts, having fun and having 

positive team interactions, both logically and based on the results of this study, seem to 

be factors worthy of focus and attention. 

The importance of perceived ability in relation to perceived flow facilitators 

emerged as significant relationships were found between perceived ability and specific 

flow facilitators. Coaches and consultants, then, may be well advised to consider 

strategies for improving perceived competence in their athletes. As the results of this 

study suggest, higher levels of perceived ability seem to impact the degree to which 

certain factors, thought to facilitate flow, actually facilitate flow. However, it is important 

to note that no strong relationships were found. 

In conclusion, athletes in both elite and non-elite sport contexts experience flow, 

however their experiences may be different. Taking the sport context, such as 

competitive level, into consideration when trying to understand and facilitate flow 

experiences seems an important next step for both researchers and practitioners. 

Additionally, as the person by situation interaction framework suggests, considering 

additional person factors will be important in understanding flow experiences and 

factors that facilitate flow.  
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As the concept of flow continues to gain popularity, both inside and outside sport, 

people become more familiar with the experience and seek to not only understand the 

experience, but recapture the experience. It is hoped that this study will serve as an 

initial step in the development of a better understanding of flow experiences among 

athletes in a variety of sport contexts.  Clearly, further research is needed to more fully 

understand the complexities of how, why, and when flow occurs.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

DISTINGUISHING CONSTRUCTS: PEAK PERFORMANCE,  
 

PEAK EXPERIENCE AND FLOW 
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Distinguishing Constructs: Peak Performance, Peak Experience and Flow 

 Peak Performance 
 

Peak Experience Flow 

Characteristics Performing at  
optimal level 

Highest happiness  
And fulfillment  

Total absorption in 
activity; Rewarding 
experience  
 

Results from Maximized 
potential 

Overcoming 
challenges in a  
series of events 

Perceived interaction  
between skill and 
challenge  
 

Effects  Can facilitate flow Facilitates  
emotional high 

Often facilitates a  
peak performance 
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APPENDIX B 
 

DEMOGRAPHIC AND BACKGROUND QUESTIONNAIRE 
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Age    _____ 
 
Gender  _____ 
 
Race    _____ African-American _____ Caucasian _____ Hispanic  
 
   _____ Asian   _____ Other 
 
Current Involvement in Organized Sport 
 
Sport  # years involved Current competitive level Highest level reached  
                                 (circle one)   (circle one) 
__________    ________    Division I      Division I   
       Division II     Division II 
       Intramurals      Intramurals 
       H.S. Varsity     H.S. Varsity 
       National     National 
 
__________    ________    Division I           Division I 
       Division II     Division II  
       Intramurals     Intramurals 
       H.S. Varsity     H.S. Varsity 
       National     National 
 
__________    ________    Division I     Division I 
       Division II     Division II   
         Intramurals     Intramurals 
       H.S. Varsity     H.S. Varsity            
     National     National 
 
__________    ________    Division I     Division I  
       Division II     Division II 
       Intramurals     Intramurals 
       H.S. Varsity     H.S. Varsity 
       National     National 
 
When completing the following questionnaires, please think of a recent sport experience 
in which you were 'in the zone.' Being 'in the zone' is also known as flow. Below, please 
indicate the date of the recent sport experience that you are thinking about and briefly 
describe the experience. 
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C  
 

FLOW STATE SCALE - 2  
 
 

Used with permission from S A. Jackson (2001) 
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Think about a particular memorable sport experience when you were in flow.  These questions relate to the thoughts and 
feelings you may have experienced while taking part.  There are no right or wrong answers.  Think about how you felt 
during the event/ activity and answer the questions using the rating scale below.  For each question, circle the number 
that best matches your experience.   

*

*
Used with permission: S. A. Jackson (2001). 
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APPENDIX D 
 

FLOW FREQUENCY MEASURE 
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Keeping in mind the above description of flow, please answer the following 
 
questions (circle one). 

 
1.  In your most recent competitive season, how often did you experience flow? 
 

1  2   3     4     5 
 

Always         Sometimes       Never 
 
 
2. In the sport in which you are currently competing, how many times did you feel you 

were in flow during the season?  _______ 
 

Flow is defined as an intrinsically motivating experience for an athlete where 
total absorption of an activity occurs to the point that all distractions disappear. 
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APPENDIX E 
 

FLOW FACILITATORS MEASURE 
 
 



 
 

 
 

Flow is defined as an intrinsically motivating experience for an athlete where total 
absorption in an activity occurs to the point that all distractions disappear. 
 48

 
Keeping in mind the above description of flow, rate the extent to which each factor helps 
you get into flow. Rate each factor using the scale below and circle the number that 
reflects your feelings. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Does not help 
at all 

Helps a small 
amount 

Helps a fair 
amount 

Helps a good 
amount 

Helps a great 
deal 

 
  Does not 

help at all 
 Helps a 

great deal
1 Being prepared physically 1 2 3 4 5 

2 Being mentally prepared 1 2 3 4 5 

3 Rehearsing my physical game plan 1 2 3 4 5 

4 Mentally rehearsing my performance 1 2 3 4 5 

5 Having a consistent pre-game mental routine 1 2 3 4 5 

6 Being alone before my competition 1 2 3 4 5 

7 Feeling confident with my knowledge of opponent 1 2 3 4 5 

8 Feeling confident in my ability to perform 1 2 3 4 5 

9 Feeling that my confidence builds before a game 1 2 3 4 5 

10 Having a positive attitude  1 2 3 4 5 

11 Blocking out negative thoughts  1 2 3 4 5 

12 Having fun playing my sport 1 2 3 4 5 

13 Enjoying my role on the team 1 2 3 4 5 

14 Knowing I’m prepared through practice 1 2 3 4 5 

15 Having good pre-game nutrition  1 2 3 4 5 

16 Being physically rested 1 2 3 4 5 
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 Does not 
help at all 

 Helps a 
great deal

17 Being physically relaxed in the game 1 2 3 4 5 

18 Getting energized before a game  1 2 3 4 5 

19 Being mentally relaxed in warm-up  1 2 3 4 5 

20 Physically feeling good in warm-up 1 2 3 4 5 

21 Setting and accomplishing goals  1 2 3 4 5 

22 Having a clear game plan  1 2 3 4 5 

23 Being motivated to play well for scouts 1 2 3 4 5 

24 Concentrating on game plan 1 2 3 4 5 

25 Not being concerned about competitors 1 2 3 4 5 

26 Performing skills automatically  1 2 3 4 5 

27 Having good environmental conditions (audience, 

setting) 

1 2 3 4 5 

28 Having a good awareness of the environment  1 2 3 4 5 

29 Getting positive feedback from coach during the 

game 

1 2 3 4 5 

30 Receiving a pep-talk from coach  1 2 3 4 5 

31 Having positive coach feedback during warm-up 1 2 3 4 5 

32 Teammates getting pumped up  1 2 3 4 5 

33 Having positive interaction with team 1 2 3 4 5 

34 Talking with teammates 1 2 3 4 5 

35 Being around teammates 1 2 3 4 5 
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APPENDIX F 
 

ASSESSMENT OF PERCEIVED ABILITY 
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Considering your current sport participation, please answer the following question by 

circling the appropriate number. 

 
 
1. How would you rate yourself in ability? 
 

Extremely Poor          Exceptional 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 
 
2. How good do you think you are in comparison to those you compete against? 
 

Extremely Poor          Exceptional 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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APPENDIX G 
 

LETTER OF INQUIRY 
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UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 
LETTER OF INQUIRY 

 
I am currently conducting a thesis research study as a part of my master’s degree in 
kinesiology at the University of North Texas. This study will examine optimal and 
memorable sport experiences and will involve athletes completing a series of surveys 
about their sport participation and experiences. Specifically, this study aims to explore 
the concept of flow in elite Division I athletes and intramural athletes. I would like to 
request your authority to recruit volunteers in your department for my data collection. 
Initially, I would be giving a brief introductory statement of the concept of flow and a 
description of my study to the athletes. This would be followed by the distribution of a 
survey that should take 15-20 minutes to complete.  
 
Responses will be confidential and identities will not be linked to survey responses. 
Only group data will be reported in scientific and applied presentations and publications. 
Athletes who wish to take part in this study will be told that their participation is strictly 
voluntary and have the option to stop at any time without penalty. Participants will be 
informed of their rights as a human participant and will be given an informed consent 
letter. Follow-up data will also be returned to the athletes. Your cooperation would be 
greatly appreciated. 
 
I will be contacting you in a few days and will be able to provide you with additional 
information that will help you in making your decision. Thank you for your time. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Ryan Peterson   Christy Greenleaf, Ph.D. 
Student Researcher  Faculty advisor  
940-483-8508  940-565-3940 
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APPENDIX H 
 

CONSENT FORM 
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UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 
RESEARCH CONSENT FORM 

 
Title: A Study on Flow with Regard to Skill Level Status of Elite and Non-elite Athletes 
 
Principal Investigators: Ryan Peterson, BA, Graduate Student; Christy Greenleaf, Ph.D., 

Assistant Professor, Dept. of Kinesiology, Health Promotion and 
Recreation 

 
 
I will be participating in a study examining optimal and memorable sport experiences. 
My participation will involve completing a series of surveys about my participation and 
experiences in sport. I understand that the researcher administering the surveys is here 
to answer any questions I may have of him\ her. 
 
I understand that my responses will be confidential and my identity will not be linked to 
my survey responses. My responses will be used in group data reported in scientific and 
applied presentations and publications. I also understand that my participation in this 
study is strictly voluntary and have the option to stop at any time without penalty. 
 
These surveys should take 15-20 minutes to complete. 
 
I understand this study’s purpose and what it is about. I consent to volunteer to be a 
part of it. I am aware of my rights as a research subject. If there are any questions or 
concerns, contact numbers are as follows: 
Ryan Peterson: (940) 483-8508 
Christy Greenleaf: (940) 565-3415 
 
This study has been reviewed and approved by the UNT Committee for the Protection 
of Human Subjects (940) 565-3940. 
This project has been reviewed and approved by UNT IRB (940) 565-3940. 
 
 
With the return of this packet, I acknowledge I am participating in this study as 
volunteer subject. By returning the survey packet to the research, my consent is 
implied. I will keep this consent letter as evidence that my rights as a voluntary 
participant were explained to me. 
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APPENDIX I 
 

PILOT STUDY CONSENT FORM 
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UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 
RESEARCH CONSENT FORM 

 
Title:  Flow among Division I Intercollegiate and Intramural Athletes: A 

Pilot Study 
 
Principal Investigators: Ryan Peterson, BA, Masters Student; Christy Greenleaf, Ph.D., 

Assistant Professor, Dept. of Kinesiology, Health Promotion, and Recreation 
 
 
I will be participating in a study examining characteristics of flow, frequency of flow 
experiences, and factors that facilitate flow experiences in sport. My participation will 
involve completing surveys about my experiences in sport on two occasions. I 
understand that the researcher administering the surveys is here to answer any 
questions I may have of him/her. 
 
I understand that my responses will be confidential. My responses will be used in group 
data. I understand that I will be asked to write the last 4 digits of my social security 
number on my survey (on both occasions) so that researchers may match my 
responses from the first and second surveys. I also understand that my participation in 
this study is strictly voluntary and I have the option to stop at any time without penalty. 
 
Completing the survey will take approximately 10-15 minutes. 
 
I understand the purpose of this study and I consent to be a voluntary participant. I am 
aware of my rights as a human participant in this study. If there are any questions or 
concerns, contact numbers are as follows: 
Ryan Peterson (940) 483-8508 
Christy Greenleaf (940) 565-3415 
 
This study has been reviewed and approved by the UNT Committee for the Protection 
of Human Subjects (940) 565-3940. 
This project has been reviewed and approved by UNT IRB (940) 565-3940. 
 
With the return of this packet, I acknowledge I am participating in this study as a 
volunteer participant. By returning the survey to the research, my consent is 
implied. I will keep this consent letter as evidence that my rights as a voluntary 
participant were explained to me. 
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INTRODUCTION 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Flow is defined as an intrinsically motivating experience for an athlete where total 
absorption in an activity occurs to the point that all distractions disappear.  
 
The context of sport can provide a unique feeling of flawlessness, causing many 
athletes to be able to remember every detail of their sport experiences. Athletes, when 
asked about memorable sport experiences, often report feeling “in the zone,” or “on 
fire,” “in control,” “in the bubble,” “tuned in,” “super alive” and “unbeatable.” These are 
common phrases used to describe the state of flow. 
 
I am conducting a study on the experiences of flow in elite Division I athletes and 
intramural athletes. The overall purpose of this study is to examine the flow experiences 
of elite Division I athletes and non-elite intramural participants in relation to perceived 
ability. Participation will involve completing several questionnaires related to your sport 
experiences and will take approximately 15-20 minutes. 
 
Please respond as honestly as possible to the questions within the survey. There are no 
right or wrong answers. I am here to answer any questions that may come up. 

 
As a voluntary participant in this study, you have the right to withdraw at any time. All of 
your responses will remain confidential and only group data will be reported. You have 
received an informed consent letter explaining your rights as a voluntary participant. By 
returning the questionnaire packet to me, you are consenting to participate in this study. 
 
Thank you for your time. 
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Table 1 

Pilot Study: 2-week Test-retest Correlations 

 Item Correlation 

FSS-2 Subscales  
Challenge-Skills Balance        .79 
Merging of Action Awareness  .89 
Clear Goals .82 
Unambiguous Feedback .89 
Concentration on Task at Hand .80 
Sense of Control .86 
Loss of Self-Consciousness .90 
Transformation of Time .82 
Autotelic Experience .78 

Flow Frequency Items  
Frequency of flow in recent competitive season .92 
Times in flow during current sport season .99 

Flow Facilitator Items  
Being prepared physically .76 
Being mentally prepared .65 
Rehearsing my physical game plan .85 
Mentally rehearsing my performance .86 
Having a consistent pre-game mental routine .84 
Being alone before my competition .86 
Feeling confident with my knowledge of opponent .84 
Feeling confident in my ability to perform .73 
Feeling that my confidence builds before a game .73 
Having a positive attitude  .90 
Blocking out negative thoughts .92 
Having fun playing my sport .90 
Enjoying my role on the team .89 
Knowing I’m prepared through practice .82 
Having good pre-game nutrition .60 
Being physically rested .52 
Being physically relaxed in the game .63 
Getting energized before a game .83 
Being mentally relaxed in warm-up  .60 
Physically feeling good in warm-up .72 
Setting and accomplishing goals .81 
Having a clear game plan  .75 
Being motivated to play well for scouts .74 
Concentrating on game plan .90 
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Table 1 cont. 
 
Item Correlation 

Not being concerned about competitors .86 
Performing skills automatically  .70 
Having good environmental conditions (audience, setting) .88 
Having a good awareness of the environment  .73 
Getting positive feedback from coach during the game .85 
Receiving a pep-talk from coach .72 
Having positive coach feedback during warm-up .80 
Teammates getting pumped up .92 
Having positive interaction with team .86 
Talking with teammates .92 
Being around teammates .89 

Perceived Ability Items  
Rate yourself in ability .79 
How good you are compared to your competitors .80 
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Table 2 
  
Descriptive Statistics for Total Sample, NCAA Division I, Intramural Athletes  
 
 
 

Total Sample 
(N = 180) 

NCAA Division I 
(n = 80) 

Intramural  
(n = 100) 

 M SD M SD M SD 
Age  20.69 2.13 20.37 1.69 20.95 2.41 

Previous sport 
experience 

      

Years in basketball 6.09 4.32 8.96 3.97 4.57 3.70 

Years in baseball 5.23 4.44 2.00 --- 5.50 4.52 

Years in soccer 4.95 4.60 12.33 3.78 3.56 3.24 

Years in volleyball  3.35 2.11 --- --- 3.35 2.11 

Years in lacrosse  7.00 4.24 7.00 4.24 --- --- 

Years in track 3.69 2.32 3.72 2.45 3.50 2.12 

Years in tennis 3.00 --- 3.00 --- --- --- 

Years in swimming 4.80 5.85 4.80 5.84 --- --- 

Years in wrestling 4.75 4.86 2.00 --- 5.67 5.51 

Years in football 4.57 3.48 7.48 3.73 3.62 2.83 

Years in softball  4.00 1.65 --- --- 4.00 1.65 

Years in golf 3.67 1.53 --- --- 3.67 1.53 
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Table 3 
  
Descriptive Frequencies for Total Sample, NCAA Division I, Intramural Athletes  
 
 Total Sample 

(N = 180) 
Division I 
(n = 80) 

Intramural  
(n = 100) 

 n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Ethnicity      

African American 51 (28.3%) 34 (42.5%) 17 (17%) 

Caucasian 108 (60%) 39 (48.8%) 69 (69%) 

Hispanic 12 (6.7)% 1 (1.3%) 11 (11%) 

Asian 3 (1.7%) 1 (1.3%) 2 (2%) 

Other 6 (3.3%) 5 (6.3%) 1 (1%) 

 
Current Sport Participation 

   

 
Basketball 

 
77 

 
31 

 
46 

 
Football 

 
106 

 
26 

 
80 

 
Baseball 

 
8 

 
1 

 
7 

 
Swimming 

 
5 

 
5 

 
0 

 
Track 

 
11 

 
10 

 
1 

 
Soccer 

 
18 

 
3 

 
15 

 
Lacrosse 

 
2 

 
2 

 
0 

 
Tennis 

 
1 

 
1 

 
0 

 
Wrestling 

 
2 

 
1 

 
1 

 
Volleyball 

 
11 

 
0 

 
11 

 
Golf 

 
4 

 
0 

 
4 
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Table 4 
 
FSS-2 Descriptive Statistics of Scores on Subscales for Total Sample, NCAA Division I, 

and Intramural Athletes 

 
 
 

Total Sample 
(N = 180) 

Division I 
(n = 80) 

Intramural  
(n = 100) 

 M SD M SD M SD 

FSS-2 Total Score 145.04 16.10 141.93 16.66 147.53 15.26

Challenge-Skill Balance 16.45 2.28 16.26 2.21 16.60 2.33

Merging of Action and Awareness 16.28 2.73 15.69 2.97 16.75 2.44

Clear Goals 16.42 2.29 15.95 2.30 16.80 2.22

Unambiguous Feedback 15.82 2.91 15.43 2.97 16.13 2.83

Concentration  16.10 2.60 15.91 2.61 16.25 2.59

Sense of Control 16.02 2.66 15.91 2.52 16.11 2.77

Loss of Self-Consciousness 14.55 3.44 14.04 3.18 14.95 3.60

Transformation of Time 15.07 2.47 14.51 2.66 15.51 2.55

Autotelic Experience 17.52 2.47 17.06 2.82 17.89 2.09
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Table 5 

Descriptive Statistics of Flow Facilitators for Total Sample, NCAA Division I Athletes, 

and Intramural Athletes 

 
 

Total Sample 
(N = 180) 

Division I 
(n = 80) 

Intramural  
(n = 100) 

 M SD M SD M SD 
Being prepared physically 4.58 .69 4.50 .79 4.64 .59 
Being mentally prepared 4.58 .66 4.50 .76 4.64 .56 
Rehearsing my physical game plan 4.07 .96 4.10 .97 4.05 .95 
Mentally rehearsing my performance 4.10 .89 4.01 .91 4.17 .88 
Having a consistent pre-game mental 
routine 

3.89 .98 3.75 .99 4.00 .97 

Being alone before my competition 3.00 1.24 3.11 1.21 2.92 1.26 
Feeling confident with my knowledge 
of opponent 

4.03 .97 4.05 .95 4.01 .99 

Feeling confident in my ability to 
perform 

4.42 .76 4.29 .90 4.53 .61 

Feeling that my confidence builds 
before a game 

4.21 .93 3.95 1.08 4.41 .74 

Having a positive attitude  4.33 .88 4.10 1.04 4.51 .67 
Blocking out negative thoughts 4.13 .96 4.00 1.04 4.24 .88 
Having fun playing my sport 4.47 .82 4.32 .88 4.58 .75 
Enjoying my role on the team 4.27 .95 4.16 1.04 4.35 .87 
Knowing I’m prepared through 
practice 

4.26 .88 4.20 .82 4.31 .93 

Having good pre-game nutrition 3.87 1.04 3.85 .94 3.88 1.12 
Being physically rested 4.27 .94 4.26 .87 4.27 .99 
Being physically relaxed in the game 3.92 .98 3.81 1.02 4.01 .95 
Getting energized before a game 4.07 .95 3.86 1.01 4.23 .86 
Being mentally relaxed in warm-up 3.98 .96 3.87 .93 4.06 .97 
Physically feeling good in warm-up 4.23 .89 4.11 .95 4.32 .83 
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Table 5 cont. 
 
 
 

Total Sample 
(N = 180) 

Division I 
(n = 80) 

Intramural  
(n = 100) 

 M SD M SD M SD 
Setting and accomplishing goals 3.95 1.07 3.84 1.08 4.05 1.06 
Having a clear game plan  4.08 .85 4.02 .84 4.12 .86 
Being motivated to play well for 
scouts 

3.33 1.40 3.42 1.33 3.25 1.46 

Concentrating on game plan 4.07 .89 3.89 .95 4.22 .81 
Not being concerned about 
competitors 

3.73 1.13 3.67 1.17 3.77 1.11 

Performing skills automatically  4.21 .85 4.09 .96 4.31 .75 
Having good environmental 
conditions (audience, setting) 

3.84 1.10 3.66 1.18 3.98 1.02 

Having a good awareness of the 
environment  

3.83 1.03 3.67 1.14 3.96 .92 

Getting positive feedback from coach 
during the game 

3.98 1.13 4.04 1.09 3.94 1.16 

Receiving a pep-talk from coach 3.49 1.19 3.45 1.20 3.52 1.18 
Having positive coach feedback 
during warm-up 

3.66 1.14 3.66 1.21 3.66 1.08 

Teammates getting pumped up 4.20 .92 3.99 1.04 4.38 .79 
Having positive interaction with team 4.34 .84 4.14 .98 4.50 .67 
Talking with teammates 4.20 .93 4.04 1.08 4.33 .78 
Being around teammates 4.25 .92 4.09 1.08 4.38 .75 
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Table 6 
 
Differences in Flow Characteristic in NCAA Division I Athletes and Intramural Athletes 
 
 Division I 

(n=80) 
M (SD) 

Intramural 
(n=100) 
M (SD) 

 
 

F 

 
 

p 

 
 

Eta2 

 
 

Power 
Challenge-Skill Balance 16.26 

(2.21) 
16.60 
(2.33) 

1.01 .32 .01 .17

Merging of Action and 
Awareness  

15.69 
(2.97) 

16.75 
(2.44) 

6.99 .01 .04 .75

Clear Goals 15.95 
(2.30) 

16.80 
(2.22) 

6.31 .01 .03 .70

Unambiguous Feedback 15.43 
(2.97) 

16.13 
(2.83) 

2.56 .11 .01 .36

Concentration  15.91 
(2.61) 

16.25 
(2.59) 

.76 .38 .00 .14

Sense of Control 15.91 
(2.52) 

16.11 
(2.77) 

.24 .62 .00 .08

Loss of Self-
Consciousness 

14.04 
(3.18) 

14.95 
(3.60) 

3.20 .07 .02 .43

Transformation of Time 14.51 
(2.66) 

15.51 
(2.55) 

6.53 .01 .03 .72

Autotelic Experience 17.06 
(2.82) 

17.89 
(2.09) 

5.17 .02 .03 .62
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Table 7 
 
Differences in Factors Perceived to Facilitate Flow in NCAA Division I Athletes and  
 
Intramural Athletes  
 

Item Division I 
(n=80) 

Intramural 
(n=100) 

 
F 

 
p 

 
Eta2 

 
power 

 M (SD) M (SD)     
Being prepared physically 4.50 (.79) 4.64 (.59) 1.82 .179 .01 .02

Being mentally prepared 4.50 (.76) 4.64 (.56) 2.01 .158 .01 .03

Rehearsing my physical 
game plan 

4.10 (.97) 4.05 (.95) .12 .729 .00 .00

Mentally rehearsing my 
performance 

4.01 (.91) 4.17 (.88) 1.37 .244 .01 .02

Having a consistent pre-
game mental routine 

3.75 (.99) 4.00 (.97) 2.92 .089 .02 .05

Being alone before my 
competition 

3.11 (1.21) 2.92 (1.26) 1.07 .302 .01 .01

Feeling confident with my 
knowledge of opponent 

4.05 (.95) 4.01 (.99) .07 .785 .00 .00

Feeling confident in my 
ability to perform 

4.29 (.90) 4.53 (.61) 4.59 .033 .02 .12

Feeling that my confidence 
builds before a game 

3.95 (1.09) 4.41 (.74) 11.33 .001 .06 .51

Having a positive attitude  4.10 (1.04) 4.51 (.67) 10.21 .002 .05 .44

Blocking out negative 
thoughts 

4.00 (1.04) 4.24 (.88) 2.81 .096 .02 .05

Having fun playing my sport 4.32 (.88) 4.58 (.75) 4.36 .038 .02 .11

Enjoying my role on the team 4.16 (1.04) 4.35 (.87) 1.74 .189 .01 .02

Knowing I’m prepared 
through practice 

4.20 (.82) 4.31 (.93) .693 .406 .00 .01

Having good pre-game 
nutrition 

3.85 (.94) 3.88 (1.12) .04 .849 .00 .00

Being physically rested 4.26 (.87) 4.27 (.99) .00 .96 .00 .00

Being physically relaxed in 
the game 

3.81 (1.02) 4.01 (.95) 1.80 .181 .01 .02
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Table 7 cont. 
 
Item Division I 

(n=80) 
Intramural 
(n=100) 

 
F 

 
p 

 
Eta2 

 
power 

 M (SD) M (SD)     

Getting energized before a 
game 

3.86 (1.01) 4.23 (.86) 6.88 .009 .04 .24

Being mentally relaxed in 
warm-up  

3.87 (.93) 4.06 (.97) 1.66 .199 .01 .02

Physically feeling good in 
warm-up 

4.11 (.95) 4.32 (.83) 2.44 .120 .01 .04

Setting and accomplishing 
goals 

3.84 (1.08) 4.05 (1.06) 1.75 .187 .01 .02

Having a clear game plan  4.02 (.84) 4.12 (.86) .56 .457 .00 .00

Being motivated to play well 
for scouts 

3.42 (1.33) 3.25 (1.46) .69 .407 .00 .01

Concentrating on game plan 3.89 (.95) 4.22 (.81) 6.38 .012 .03 .21

Not being concerned about 
competitors 

3.67 (1.17) 3.77 (1.11) .36 .547 .00 .00

Performing skills 
automatically  

4.09 (.96) 4.31 (.75) 3.06 .082 .012 .06

Having good environmental 
conditions (audience, setting) 

3.66 (1.18) 3.98 (1.02) 3.65 .058 .02 .08

Having a good awareness of 
the environment  

3.67 (1.18) 3.96 (.92) 3.43 .066 .02 .07

Getting positive feedback 
from coach during the game 

4.04 (1.09) 3.94 (1.16) .33 .567 .00 .00

Receiving a pep-talk from 
coach 

3.45 (1.20) 3.52 (1.18) .15 .696 .00 .00

Having positive coach 
feedback during warm-up 

3.66 (1.21) 3.66 (1.08) .00 .988 .00 .00

Teammates getting pumped 
up 

3.99 (1.04) 4.38 (.79) 8.32 .004 .04 .33

Having positive interaction 
with team 

4.14 (.98) 4.50 (.67) 8.63 .004 .05 .34

Talking with teammates 4.04 (1.08) 4.33 (.78) 4.24 .037 .02 .11

Being around teammates 4.09 (1.08) 4.38 (.75) 4.57 .034 .02 .12
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Table 8 
 
Group Differences in Flow Frequency (Frequency of flow during current sport season) in 

NCAA Division I Athletes and Intramural Athletes 

 
 Division 1  

(n = 80) 
M (SD) 

Intramural  
(n=80) 
M (SD) 

 
F 

 
P 

 
Eta2 

 
Power 

Frequency of flow during 
current sport season 
 

3.73 (.63) 3.67 (.70) .31 .58 .00 .09 
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Table 9 
 
Correlations between Perceived Ability and Flow Frequency, Perceived Flow 

Facilitators, and Flow Characteristics  

Item 
NCAA  

Division IA 
    (n = 80) 

 
Intramural 
(n = 100) 

FSS-2 subscales   
      Challenge-Skill Balance .14 .15 

Merging of Action and Awareness  .29** .06 
Clear Goals .10 .12 
Unambiguous Feedback .14 .07 
Total Concentration -.01 .03 
Sense of Control .18 .20* 
Loss of Self-Consciousness .15 -.10 
Transformation of Time .05 .13 
Autotelic Experience .06 .05 

Flow Frequency Items   
Times in flow during current sport season .13 .16 

Flow Facilitator Items   
Being prepared physically .06 -.10 
Being mentally prepared .02 -.04 
Rehearsing my physical game plan .01 .10 
Mentally rehearsing my performance .18 .05 
Having a consistent pre-game mental 
routine 

.20 .18 

Being alone before my competition .20 .15 
Feeling confident with my knowledge of 
opponent 

-.10 -.13 

Feeling confident in my ability to perform .06 .00 
Feeling that my confidence builds before a 
game 

.16 -.02 

Having a positive attitude  .27* .06 
Blocking out negative thoughts .22 -.09 
Having fun playing my sport .11 -.04 
Enjoying my role on the team .19 .10 
Knowing I’m prepared through practice .08 .03 
Having good pre-game nutrition .09 -.03 
Being physically rested .16 .07 
Being physically relaxed in the game .25* .04 
Getting energized before a game .04 -.09 
Being mentally relaxed in warm-up  .03 .04 
Physically feeling good in warm-up .02 -.05 
Setting and accomplishing goals -.03 .05 
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Table 9 cont. 
 

Item 
NCAA 

Division IA 
(n = 80) 

Intramural 
 

(n = 100) 
   
Having a clear game plan  .09 .07 
Being motivated to play well for scouts .30** .19 
Concentrating on game plan .04 .10 
Not being concerned about competitors .05 .02 
Performing skills automatically  .08 .19 
Having good environmental conditions 
(audience, setting) 

.00 .14 

Having a good awareness of the 
environment  

.17 .12 

Getting positive feedback from coach 
during the game 

.04 .09 

Receiving a pep-talk from coach .19 -.03 
Having positive coach feedback during 
warm-up 

.16 -.03 

Teammates getting pumped up .11 .08 
Having positive interaction with team .15 .04 
Talking with teammates -.03 .21* 
Being around teammates .13 .17 

 
**p<.001 
* p<.05 
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