CHAPTER TWO

Flow: Intrinsic Motivation, Cognitive Ease and
Task Enjoyment

Currently, flow is one of three closely-relatedhasols of thought providing a
framework for the study of motivation and perforro@nthe other two being cognitive
evaluation theory and goal orientation theory. simach as all three are concerned with
intrinsic motivation, there is considerable overlapthe phenomena that are described
and potential confusion in different terms thatresent essentially the same thing. In an
effort to bring greater conceptual clarity to theit of intrinsic motivation and classroom
complexity, the reasons why people choose to engageork for its own sake are
examined in terms of personal autonomy, perceivedhpetence, mastery goals,

performance goals and the experience of flow.

Approaches to Intrinsic Motivation and Interest

According to most contemporary approaches to mattm, a person is intrinsically
motivated who engages in a task because it isestieg for no other reason than the task
itself (Amabile, 1990; Berlyne, 1966; Csikszentniyhal 990a; Deci, 1972; Deci & Ryan,
1985; Dweck, 1985; Harter, 1981; Hunt, 1965; Lep@eene, & Nisbett, 1973; White,

1959). In contrast to a general achievement atemt, this type of interest is
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increasingly viewed as field specific: the valueeoattributes to a particular subject
matter that makes it worth pursuing primarily fotrinsic reasons (Schiefele, 1991).

When asked to explain what makes an activity @sitng and how long-term task
interest develops, researchers are likely to demgRenninger, et al., 1992). This
presents something of a problem since intrinsicivatbn cannot be defined apart from
an activity. Typically, the problem is skirted lyeasuring motivational responses in
light of tasks assumed by researchers to have anhemlue to the subjects involved.
Puzzles, games, and computer simulations are thgities commonly used as a
background for testing changes in interest. Bairthse discloses little more than what
researchers think will interest rather than borartBubjects. What these studies lack is
some indication why these activities arouse anthsusiterest.

Classroom studies of motivation take a differéotit again not very heuristic
approach to tasks. To give an example, individallgject matter preferences are used to
measure interest in art, mathematics, and othasesu Themeans through which math
preferences are formed, the lessons, assignmastsydtional formats, and so on, are
infrequently taken into account. Few assumptidrany, are made about classroom tasks
that may contribute to students' subject mattefepeaces, the major exception being
studies examining the deleterious effects of exeedsacher control.

But classroom tasks should not be passed byhéoways a subject like mathematics
is taught may profoundly affect student achieven@mhes, 1992; Blumenfeld, 1992;
Stodolsky, 1988). Take for example the effectsanfety, identified by some as a factor

in task motivation (e.g., Ames, 1992; Blumenfel®92; Lepper & Hodell, 1989).
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Depending on its use, variety can promote or hipaeformance. Used for its own sake,
conspicuous variety may distract students, encaugathem to overlook the subject
matter. Attention-getting tactics, novelty, ande thke may actually do harm by
“heighten(ing) interest and attention at the expers cognitive engagement’
(Blumenfeld, 1992, page 273). Even though thnily one example, it seems prudent to
consider carefully the instrumentality of tasksrintivation.

For the most part in its development, the constafiantrinsic motivation has been
treated as a cognitive phenomenon. But in desgibn intrinsically rewarding task, it
becomes apparent that it is an affective experieasxeavell: “a freely chosen activity
which holds the attention and is a source of sattgin or pleasure” (Jellin & Verduin,
1986, page 41). All current motivational theoribghaviorism excepted (e.g., Flora,
1990), attest that deliberate choice and affectinpyment are integral dimensions of
interest. Nonetheless, disproportionate emphaaishme given to one or the other aspect
depending on the paradigm in use. Cognitive tls&otend to focus more on intellective
aspects of task interest such as locus of controbubjective competence. The
satisfaction or pleasure that accompanies inte&senbre the focus of affectively-oriented
research. Both are needed, since “much of thatioih and regulation of one's behavior
is better understood in relation to processes dfetta within the person, rather than
specific environmental event&Ryan, Connell, & Deci 1985, page 25).

Coqgnitive Perspectives on Task Interest: Contndl @ompetence

1. Environmental events include any extra-persen@ins through which an individual develops an
internal or external locus of causality (Ryan,let985).
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For over two decades, most of the information almminsic interest has come from
the efforts of cognitive evaluation theorists amahre recently, goal orientation theorists.
From cognitive evaluation come claims that intinsnotivation depends on inner
attributes, namelypersonal autonomy andsubjective competence (deCharms, 1968; Deci
& Ryan, 1985; Ryan, Connell, & Deci, 1985). Gdagary, not denying that subjective
attributions are critical, adds that individualsitrinsic motivation can be affected
negatively by attendinpo much to self-competence and control. Accordingly, thetdr
that promotes intrinsic motivation is a focus em#édly toward a task rather than a
concern about the welfare of the ego. A numbedescriptors have been proposed to
capture this dichotomylearning vs. performance goals (Dweck, 1986; Elliot & Dweck,
1988), mastery vs. performance goals (Ames, 1992; Ames & Archer, 1988), atask vs.
ego-involvement goals (Nicholls, 1984a; Ryan, 1982). All pairs of terare attempts to
find a language to describe two distinctly differemientations toward work. In this
dissertation, task- and ego-involvement are the femexd descriptors, but
learning/mastery/task-involvement may be used ¢chi@mgeably as can performance/ego-

involvement to distinguish between intrinsic andri@sic goal orientations.

Personal Autonomy

From the cognitive scientist's vantage point, skté more interesting when an
individual acts as an origin rather than a pawat t§, when control is internalized rather
than externally imposed (deCharms, 1968; Deci, 1B@®, 1953; see also Heider, 1958).

This claim is graphically supported by classroomoants of children who are allowed to
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choose and direct their own learning activitieshey exemplify individuals absorbed in
their work and are highly committed to learning ¢hblls & Hazzard, 1993). A good
deal of clinical study has demonstrated that wimelividuals realize they may be pawns
and not the originators of their own behavior, tedkrest is undermined (e.g. deCharms,
1976; Deci, 1971, 1972). Even the suspicion ofemdl control detracts from the
inherent interest of a task. The perception adrimalized control--known also as personal
causation and self-determination in the lexiconmadtivation--is believed to enhance
one's interest in a task (Ryan, Connell, & DecB3)9 Presumably, all of this is brought
about by the human need to feel effective, to beaintrol of one's behavior, to master
one's environment (Ames & Archer, 1988; Deci, 199aghr & Nicholls, 1980; Murray,
1938; Nicholls, 1984b).

Assuming that intrinsic interest is demonstrateldem individuals attend to tasks
when they are not obligated to do so, the mostastang tasks are those which allow
students control over their actions (Deci, 197295)9 But no activity is necessarily
interesting just because one has the freedom tib. dActivities are chosen because of
some inherent quality that is attractive or rewagdiapart from the freedom to choose.
Otherwise the choice of an activity operates feeffom's sake alone. Not everyone who
realizes “I am free to do math” will inevitably sdly want to do math” given the
opportunity. There must be other reasons for onkce of a task that make it
meaningful. Locus of causality accurately predwtsat will happen when “I want to do
math” is replaced by “I have to do math,” but bsgeif, autonomy sheds little light on

what brings about the attraction in the first place
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Percelved Competence

In addition to autonomy, perceived competenceoissiclered essential in defining
intrinsic motivation as a cognitive phenomenon (@Rya@onnell, & Deci, 1985; Valas &
Sevik, 1993; Weiner, 1986, 1992). Competence iegdly explained in terms of the
fundamental human need to feel effective in onealidgs (Bandura, 1977; Deci, 1995;
White, 1959). Accordingly, interest depends on'seeling ofcontrol or efficacy over
the successful outcome of a task. For this reasstndent faced with a math assignment
who decides that it is hopelessly beyond reach matl be intrinsically motivated by it.
Lacking the (perceived) necessary abilities, egtcinmeans such as tangible rewards or
unpleasant consequences may keep the person grbtagke activity itself will not be
interesting because of external controls and inaaegskills. In this light, task interest is
a function of the level of challenge present iasktrelative to perceived ability.

Certainly the balance between task challenge ardeped competence regulates
interest, however, according to goal theory, whethperson attributes successetiort
or ability significantly affects this balance (Ames, 1992; Banfeld, 1992; Elliott &

Dweck, 1988; Maclver, et al., 1991; Nicholls, 1984keiner, 1992%. Individuals of

2. The main thrust of goal research has beerttitly sf effects resulting from one or the otherlgoa
orientation. Task involvement is strongly suggedtebe superior to ego involvement in a number of
respects: in enhanced intrinsic motivation (Butl&¥87; Koestner, et al., 1987), resistance toreate
control (Flink, et al., 1992), strengthened taskaation and learning intention (Seegers & Boelsert
1993), a preference for challenging work and rédértg (Ames & Archer, 1988; Elliott & Dweck, 1988),
increased amount of time spent on learning taskdéB 1987), better use of learning and probleiwisg
strategies (Ames, 1992), improved perceptions ofpmiency (Brophy, 1983), development of new skills
(Meece, et al., 1988), greater achievement (But®®3), and pleasure derived from tasks (Spaulding,
1992).
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similar aptitude may not agree whether a task tsr@sting or not because they view

differently their ability to effect an outcome.

Attributions of Effort and Ability in Task Performance

Some individuals may find more challenging tasksreminteresting because they
attribute the outcome to effort, something theyidwe they can control. These
individuals are said to be task-involved, their Igogends to focus on task mastery.
Success is measured by criteria such as the pegeef problems right on an exam
compared to a prior effort. The intent is to impF@rimarily for the sake of improving,
in which case the means and the ends of the actvét the same. In other words, the
goal is intrinsic to the task. If individuals tand fail, they fault their effort and are
usually willing to try harder next time.

The same task can have a different effect on psragho are ego-involved, usually
affecting self esteem. A concern with how well sbinmg is learned is replaced by a
concern for performance. Ego-oriented individuaigsibute outcomes to their ability,
which they perceive as a stable trait, one whigy tannot control (Ames, 1984; Weiner,
1992). To measure success, ego-involved learnenstheir attention to others to see
how well they fare on comparable tasks (Covingt®¥84a). Disappointing results tend
to have an amplified negative effect on ego-invdlpersons because, as they perceive it,
improvement lies beyond their capacity and furtbiort will do little good (Fennema,
1985; Jagacinski & Nicholls, 1987). Consequenthgy may be more cautious with

challenges, preferring work that may be too ead§hen an ego-involved student fails,
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self is the potential culprit and culpability is aseired in relation to others' performances.
Protecting or promoting the self may actually beeothe more interesting task (the
activity with the higher personal valug)As defined, attributions of effort coincide with

task-involvement; attributions of ability with egovolvement (Figure 2.1).

Figure 2.1 Summary of Contrasts between Cognitive Goal Orientations

Task-involvement Ego-involvement

» attributions of effort » attributions of ability

» task focus » self vs. other focus

« mastery oriented » performance oriented

« intrinsic motivation » extrinsic motivation

« shor-term reward + long-term rewards

Predictable Outcomes Predictable Outcomes

» task performance determines * task performance
level of mastery determines self worth

* success results in mastery, new ¢  success reinforces extrinsic
skills goals

* improved self-efficacy o failure implies lack of

» failure implies a need to try ability, lessens willingness
harder next time to try again

Conditions Affecting Task- and Ego-orientations

According to Nicholls (1984b), task-involvementdaego-involvement are induced
situationally. Conditions favorable to ego-invatvent include competitive and test-like
situations in which evaluation, the demonstratibalulity and public self-awareness are

accentuated (Ames, 1984; Carver & Scheier, 198¢n&a& Smith, 1966; Ryan, 1982).
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Moreover, the use of coercive control techniquesnmtes ego-involvement (Deci,
Schwartz, Sheinman, & Ryan, 1981). The likelihabdask-involvement is assumed to
improve in the absence of social-comparison ancrops conditions (Nicholls, 1984b).
Based on the premise that children tend to inteeaahe orientations of their classrooms
(Ryan, Connell, & Deci, 1985), the design of tagkd learning activities may profoundly
shape children’s “judgments about their abilityeithwillingness to apply effortful
strategies, and their feelings of satisfaction” @n1992, page 263).

If situational variables induce goal orientatiott®en task elements probably play a
significant role in shaping interest. In this ceantion, tasks may be considered in terms
of their incentive value to student§. To gain more ground on why some tasks are
interesting and others are not, it may be benéficialentify the qualities that make tasks
attractive for the sheer pleasure and satisfacfaioing them, the bellwether of intrinsic
motivation (Deci, 1971).

According to Ames (1992) and Blumenfeld (1992¢réhare five task dimensions that
may affect motivation: control, diversity, noveltghallenge and meaningfulness. Of
these, meaningfulness may be the key to undersigqrstiudent involvement. Other task
dimensions such as variety, challenge and contilblprobably not be enough of an
incentive if the task has little perceived valuBepending on the viewpoint, cognitive

and affective theories of motivation describe ddfé aspects of this perceived value.

3. It is well-documented that the consequencéswvafiving ego in task performance can deter
achievement. Effort may be withheld deliberatelpider to avoid the possibility of injuring oneksf-
concept (Covington, 1984b; Elliott & Dweck, 1988cNolls, 1976; Rollett, 1985).

4. Support for this view may also be found in D&dRyan (1985), who claim a desire for rewards
motivates all forms of self-determination.
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Foremost, a distinction is made between the irdle and non-intellective experience

of personal rewards.

Intellective Personal Rewards

Generally speaking, a task is intellectually eajag or rewarding if it results in
greater personal clarity or understanding. Thml$eto be the constructivist view that
work is more interesting when students activelystare knowledge rather than passively
absorb information (e.g. The Cognition and TechgplGroup, 1990; Kamii, Clark, &
Dominick, 1994; see also Bruner, 1977; Dewey, 1901) this connection, an intrinsic
cognitive reward is a new awareness founded onr gimwledge, independent of
extrinsic incentives.

As described by Davis and Hersh (1981), knowlgukgysonally constructed can be a
highly rewarding attainment, one which is accomedry a “strong sense of personal
aesthetic delight” (page 172). Finding or creatngthematical order can be attractive
for cognitive reasons, an intrinsic incentive toiatheven younger students can relate.
To quote one of the seventh graders in the pressmple who, knowing the discovery
experience first-hand stated, “I like to find diéat ways numbers can work together.”

Inherent rewards, in this case mathematical disges, are usually experienced
immediately (Rathunde, 1989), which is one reashy they are sometimes referred to as
short-term. Cognitive rewards that are short-témolude “mastering or using a skill
involved in the activity” (Reuman, 1986, page 98)hich is recognizable as task

involvement (cf. Figure 2.1). Inasmuch as the melware inherent in the activity itself,
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short-term rewards are always intrinsic (Wong arsk§zentmihalyi, 1991). Longer-
term rewards are associated with “the importancéhefactivity for some future goal”
(Reuman, 1986, page 93)From this perspective, intrinsic interest mayrégarded as

immediate to the act of discovery, not in somecgpdited, future reward.

Non-intellective Personal Rewards

In the context of math, intrinsic rewards may belerstood cognitively as short-term
intellectual experiences, epiphanies of mathemlatisgght. Because of enjoyment, these
rewards have non-intellective or affective meanax) well, as the words “personal
aesthetic delight” clearly indicate. Short-terrwvaeds, both cognitive and affective, help
to explain the inherent enjoyment associated vatigiterm interest, a dimension that is
generally missing in theories of autonomy and cdaemee (Ryan, Connell, & Deci,
1985).

Oftentimes, students characterize the affectigriicance in terms of fun, as did one
of the talent search participants: “[math] is fmd comes natural to me.” Enjoyment
can be defined simply as fun (Middleton, Littleflel& Lehrer, 1992), but there are
several distinct, psychic-affective dimensions mjpgment that should not be omitted in
accounting for what draws people to challengingvaids that are worth doing for their
own sake. These dimensions, outlined by flow thebelp to clarify the affective

meaning of optimal experiences and what individfials interesting in them.

5. The immediate reward has also been calleththi@sic value of the activity, as opposed to the
longer-termutility value (Maclver, et al., 1991).
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Flow, introduced in the preceding chapter, is yhslogical construct derived from
individuals' experiences with intrinsically rewardiactivities. “Flow is what people feel
when they enjoy what they are doing, when they @mdt want to do anything else”
(Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 1989, page 55). Ay lk®nstruct in terms of task
involvement, intrinsic interest and effort attrilmunts, flow helps to integrate cognitive

and affective views of motivation in relation toegffic activities.

The Conjunction of Intellective and Non-intelle&iveaning in Flow

Flow takes as its starting point the individugdsmal need to self-organize which
results in greater order in consciousness and ctilgepleasure (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988,
1990a, 1993; Simonton, 1988).In cognitive theories, the needs for autonomy and
competence are cast as the primary engines of atisiiv. From the perspective of flow,
these engines, together with the need for incrghsihigher levels of order share a
common fuel: enjoyment.

At some point in development before the emergerigeerformance goalsa young
child experiences innate pleasure in order-findingpnstructive activities.
Encouragement by others at the successful completioa task may help, but even

without this an intrinsic satisfaction comes fromagctivity that results in greater personal

6. It is believed by some that becoming incredgingganized is innate and necessary for surviaal,
instinct bestowed by generations of genetic prognang (Csikszentmihalyi, 1993).

7. According to Nicholls (1984b), conceptions bfliay are undifferentiated in five-year-olds; todge
their ability they refer to what they have accorsipiid rather than what others have accomplishedthEo
young child, a learning goal orientation is the mpione sign that rewarding task experiences may be
instrumental in the formation of mastery goals.
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organization. Activities such as stacking blockstalking help to satisfy the need for
control, but as far as the youngster is concerhedaictivity is bound to be repeated
because it was enjoyable. Why it was enjoyablsoisiething she may have trouble
expressing, but her interest does not depend andpavthought-out reason.

Similarly, even though years older, gifted studenterviewed for the present study
knew that math was fun but could give few reasohyg.wFor them, solving problems
was synonymous with enjoyment. They were largehaware that mathematical
solutions resulted in greater control or complexityconsciousness. But that did not
matter; they liked making discoveries. It was tgeknowledge and enjoyment they
experienced; they found both to be interesting laachuse of both they came back for

more.

Elements of Flow

In light of flow, a number of pleasurable aspeaft@xperience may occur without an
individual knowing explicitly what they are. Indga attending to them spoils the
experience. However, when asked specifically feeceon a flow experience, subjects’
descriptions agree: the goals of the activity waear and the feedback was immediate,
skills were balanced with the demands of a chailten@ctivity, concentration was
effortless and fully devoted to the task, consetlyeno thought was given to failure or
the needs of the self, even the passage of tinraexkéo be altered (Csikszentmihalyi,
1975; 1990a, 1993, 1996). Each of these elemeluts ® enjoyment. Taken together,

they comprise an optimal experience and are reagbysndividuals seek more flow.
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The enjoyment of flow is intrinsically interestimgd a significant dimension of self-
motivation. In the words of a climber that was @entterviewed, “the purpose of the flow
is to keep on flowing, not looking for a peak oopia but staying in the flow. It is not a
moving up but a continuous flowing; you move up keep the flow going"
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990a, page 54). Even adults) vave a greater awareness why they
seek out flow, do so to experience its pleasur@heir actions are propelled by a
propensity for enjoyment. The enjoyment certainlyolves feelings of personal control
and competence, but not these alone.

Ultimately, the enjoyment of flow depends on petans and the right conditions.
Considering the normal jumbled stream of consciessrexperienced by adolescents and
adults, gaining control of one’s thoughts is iniméye enjoyable. As William James
observed a century ago, “There is no such thingpastary attention sustained for more
than a few seconds at a time” (1890, page 490pbl@ms from the past and worries
about the future prey uncontrollably on the midformation that crosses consciousness
conflicts with self-determined goals. So when wdiials experience the focused,
effortless thinking of flow, they tend to perceiveé as pleasurable. Extended
concentration becomes possible; information fitendessly with one's objectives.
Thoughts are clear and actions seem to follow aatizadly even when the work is hard
and challenging.

This state of deep concentration in which psydmergy (attention) is optimally
focused is referred to gssychic negentropy (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988b). No additional

attention is available for things other than thektéhat acts as the catalyst for greater
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order in consciousness. There is no perceptibfehpsentropy. In effect, actions and
awareness merge:

When all a person's relevant skills are neededpe avith the challenges
of a situation, that person's attention is completbsorbed by the
activity. There is no excess psychic energy leféeroto process any
information but what the activity offers. All tregtention is concentrated
on the relevant stimuli. (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990age 53)

Several salutary phenomena tend to coincide whimten is committed to this
extent. One is that individuals lose track of tintfevents seem to pass by quickly; hours
may melt into what seem like minutes. Appointmemisy be overlooked; meal times
may go unheeded. Part of the non-intellective yangnt of flow seems to derive from
being able to escape the inexorable passage of wiieh tends to drag when it becomes
the object of one's attention.

Normal distractions such as noise, hunger, anduitalso tend to go unnoticed.
Unwanted thoughts and vexations fade into the lrackgl. The psychic interference
that is a regular part of work and leisure dimieshas all the available energy is
consumed by the motivating activity (Csikszentmyhall988b). The assuagement
brought about by negentropy is described as higlelgsurable.

Having no excess energy to concentrate on anythinghe task, individuals in flow
typically report a loss of self-consciousness. vBlent worries about losing control or
failing, which gobble up a good deal of mental ggyerare replaced by a sense of
potential control. Paradoxically, complete intéi@et with the task prevents the need for

conscious control. Movements become automatic tioatmally must be deliberately

controlled. The very thing which cognitive thearigay motivates a person to engage in
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tasks becomes moot. Antithetical to ego involvetmnene becomes unaware of the self.
Even perceived competence which is felt to beaaliin both ego- and task-involvement
is temporarily set aside, possibly because flowsfsa$ the underlying need for control.
Loss of self is often replaced with a sense of essnwith work, nature, or other
participants, all of which are transcendent andhlgigenjoyable. According to
Csikszentmihalyi (1990a), the elation is augmeriigdgersonal discovery: “When not
preoccupied with our selves, we actually have anchao expand the concept of who we
are...to (feel) that the boundaries of our beingeiaeen pushed forward” (page 64).

The more of these dimensions that an individugbeeences the greater the
negentropy, and the more likely the goal of theivigt is the experience itself
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1988b). This experience, byirdgbn, is intrinsic motivation for a
task: “not a tangible object...but a direct expares a state of consciousness that is so
enjoyable as to beautotelic (‘having its goal within itself’)” (Csikszentmihgl &
Nakamura, 1989, page 52). In contrast to goalrtheodesire for the experience itself--
not just mastery--is manifest in flow. Masteryimplicit: whether the activity is
mathematics, climbing, music or virtually anythielge, not only is it worth doing for its
own sake, it sustains interest on its own and ptemengagement at successively higher
levels (Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, & Whalen, 1993)

As the individual associates these pleasurableerexqres with the activities that
brought them about, greater personal interest isndboto result. The reward that
individuals tend to seek during an optimal experéeis negentropy, not autonomy or

competence per se. However, without sufficienbaomy and perceived competence
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flow would not be possible because it tends onlgdour at above average levels of skill
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990a).

Compared to cognitive theories, flow is uniquehat one’s motivational orientation
depends predominantly on control of consciousnasiter than exercising control over
the surrounding environment.

In light of goal orientations, flow appears todspecial case of task-involvement that
integrates perceptions of control and competendk sgveral dimensions of affective
pleasure. Like task-involvement, concerns abogieto or performance are de-activated.
An obsessive ego orientation may obstruct flow grevents an individual from engaging
in challenging enough activities. However, unlikask-involvement, it may be
inconsequential whether success or failure is baltyt attributed to one’s effort or
ability: neither attribution is a prerequisite feggentropy.

Figure 2.2 highlights the salient differences lesw flow, task-involvement and ego-
involvement. Flow and task-involvement share dnnsic task orientation, whereas an
extrinsic orientation characterizes ego-involvemeftconceptual uniqueness of flow is

that, unlike task-involvement, its opposite is antextrinsic form of motivation. Instead,
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as more entropy offsets negentropy the potentimlyarent of the activity is increasingly
negated. As a result, flow may be described d®gdnal to task-involvement, sharing a
few of its characteristics but not others. Eveautfh both may be considered task-

intrinsic forms of motivation, the differences beem flow and task-involvement become

Figure 2.2 A Comparison of Flow, Task-involvement and Eqgo-involvement

Flow Task- Ego-
Comparison experience | involvement | involvement
M otivational Intrinsic Intrinsic Extrinsic
Orientation to task to task totask
Opposite Negentropy vs. [Task-involvement vs.|Ego-involvement vs.
Constructs Entropy Ego-involvement | Task-involvement
Success primarily Negentropy Effort Ability

attributed to

Primary source

of pleasureor Cognitive ease, Mastery, Self-worth,
personal reward || Task enjoyment Discovery Performance
Discovery

more apparent in terms of personal attributionsuatcess.

A person who is task-involved might say his susagas due to trying hard; a person
who experiences success through flow may have wloHard, but the work seemed
effortless. In that case it is harder to credi’srefforts. In flow the outcome just seems

to happen, as author and physicist Freeman Dys@pdsted to have said,
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| always find that when | am writing, it is reallye fingers that are doing it

and not the brain. Somehow the writing takes ahaiynd the same thing

happens with equations. You don't really thinkwdfat you are going to

write. You just scribble, the equations lead treyw. (Csikszentmihalyi,

1996, pages 118-119)
Partly because actions that are normally challengeem to follow automatically, the
experience is perceived as pleasurable. In theeptevork this is referred to asgnitive
ease: the efficiency with which challenging work isanplished, work that otherwise
without a deliberate effort would result in litteadway. Presumably, persons who feel
confident about their abilities will experience gter ease in performing tasks than those
who lack confidence. Therefore, subjective commpetteis held to be a correlate of
cognitive ease.

Also pleasurable are the products of the succgsixecuted task. Presumably,
insights, discoveries and inventions are pleasartbéll task-involved persons, including
those in flow. But perhaps unique to flow is tha insight itself is not as enjoyable as
the process by which the insight was obtained. plemcluding the climber quoted
earlier want to repeat the flow experience, notabse it led them to greater heights, but
because the experience getting there was so etgoy@ine also gets a sense of this in the
following statement by an eminent yet unidentiftedearch mathematician:

Working on problems, having some insight, are theegt and strongest
attraction. Research is where | really feel mysétifividual problems are
great motivation. Still, I'm relaxed to a cert&xtent about the doing of
mathematics, partly because | now really believieiciv 1 didn't for many

years, that there will be a next love affair, a th@xoblem, a next
excitement. (Gustin, 1987, page 109)
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It is in the doing of the problems, not the endlarg-term result, where the intrinsic
interest lies. This isask enjoyment: the desire to keep the flow going, not wishindpéo
anywhere else or doing anything else, wanting igaga the task. Cognitive ease and
task enjoyment are two qualities of experience dbunflow that are not addressed as
such in other theories of intrinsic motivation.idtbelieved these qualities help further to

explain why individuals find certain tasks inhetgmbteresting.

Situations for Flow

Before going on in the next chapter to descril@rilationship between complexity
and flow, this chapter concludes by describingdhoardinal elements of flow that have
been omitted from the discussion thus far. Thés@ents are also conditions for flow:
clear goals, immediate feedback and a balanceirit Fagh levels between a person’s

skills and the challenges of a task.

Clear Goals

Not every situation will promote flow, but the clts of it happening are improved if
certain conditions are met. Foremost is that theviey must provide clear goals
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1988b, 1990a, 1993). To beraliy rewarding, an individual must
be able to comprehend the goal of the activityari§l is made possible by the inherent
legibility of the goal and a person's ability tacgner it. Activities such as games, sports

and ritual events are ideally constructed for flotiney present clearly defined goals to
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those who patrticipate in them (Csikszentmihal@88b). The ability to concentrate
deeply is supported by the rules and limited stuadleld of the game, etc., which helps
to minimize confusion. Moreover, these activitae typically structured in ways that
allow them to be adjusted to the participant'slle¥skill.

While not exactly a game, sport or ritual, matheosacan present clear objectives
and has a structure capable of being adapted ®rsoips abilities. If the structure is
botched in the process, students’ motivation majebsened correspondingly (Usiskin,
1982). It goes without saying that an individualghbe able to understand the objective
or the structure of an activity if it is to be meagful. A capable person will have
difficulty making sense of an illegible or flaweda. Faced with ambiguity, a person
can invest a lot of psychic energy trying to stinhgs out, attempting to discern the
purpose of an activity, often with false starts dad/ enjoyable results. Likewise, a
perfectly clear goal or activity structure can bentelligible to a person who does not
possess sufficient ability to comprehend it. Aidebf intrinsic interest in math may be

attributable to either condition and both are anabhel

Immediate Feedback
Being able to derive immediate feedback from ativiag is a second requisite for
flow. The immediacy of feedback makes it possilbbe achieve complete task

involvement (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990a, 1990b). Mwtknow how well one is doing in

8. As the result of psychic negentropy, an indiaildmay be expected to engage in a task to expperien
its positive affect again (Csikszentmihalyi, 1993).
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relation to a specific goal can easily lead tofeetent task: trying to make sense of what
one is doing, seeking ways to alleviate the confusi

To this, cognitive research adds a dimension soglly addressed in flow theory:
whether feedback idgnformational or controlling contributes significantly to its
motivational function (Ryan, Connell, & Deci, 1985An individual who perceives that
the feedback is controlling (e.g., a teacher oepiawho says, “you are doing as well as
expected”) will become less intrinsically motivatebh this regard, a person who is ego-
oriented may be more sensitive to controlling femdtbthan one who is riveted on the
task. Obviously, if a situation diverts one’s atten to the dynamics of external control,
flow becomes be less likely.

Informational feedback tends not to incite corgest control, that is, personal
autonomy. Feedback that comes directly from ictéva with a task tends to be both
immediate and informational. To give a mathematmample, suppose 2x + 3 =9 is
assigned as a seatwork problem. The student amswer 4. Assuming the pupil
understands the symbolic language and knows hoethéck the answer, upon checking
the answer does not work. Nonetheless, the actiaih proceed without delay; adequate
information exists to guide the solution procesdnd assuming sufficient interest in
doing the problem, the student will not stop hawewill continue until it is solved, even
though the initial feedback was negative.

The same situation could easily be turned intogportunity for control by a teacher
who states that 4 is not correct, and whoever tailget the right answer will have to do

the even problems as well as the odd problemsisnstétction of the book. In any field,
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controlling feedback practically never comes framkt engagement per se, but from the
social structure in which the task is neste@ven though controlling feedback does not
have a positive effect on task interest, it capiresa correct answer.

A Balance between Task Challenge and Skills

A third requirement for flow is a balance betwéelea challenge of the work and one's
ability. However, unless the challenge is sigifit; it will be boring or uninteresting.
The difficulty of the work, if it is to be intrinsally motivating in terms of flow, may need
slightly to exceed an individual's capacity (Csistmihalyi, 1993). Unless a person’s
skills are stretched, greater personal complexdy mot follow. Therefore, elements of
risk, failure and even negative feedback may ininergork that is optimally challenging
(Ryan, Connell, & Deci, 1985); although, if the Was disproportionately hard, one will
experience anxiety or frustration (Massimini & @afl988). In this respect, a person
operating from a performance goal orientation nmayally prefer tasks that are too easy,
increasing the potential for boredom.

Between boredom and frustration is a window ofirogal experience, where having
too much or too little competent control is forgott(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990a, 1990Db,
1993). Optimal challenge and the need to demdestentrol constitute an antinomy:
the experience of flow is impaired when a task lsarcontrolled with certainty. Intrinsic
motivation depends more on a sense of potenti@reak control than the assurance of

control, one of the few dissonances between flosvagnitive theory.
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Summary

As a phenomenological account of an individuabsktrelated experiences, flow
incorporates information about personal autonomyggptions of ability, self-awareness,
attentional states, work efficiency, enjoymentwasdl as goals, feedback and challenges
encountered in specific tasks. Because of thosy firovides a more comprehensive view
of intrinsic interest than theories which limit thescope to cognitive dimensions of
experience. In relation to goal orientation thedlgw may be considered a special case
of task-involvement. Whereas individuals who asktinvolved are motivated primarily
by mastery goals, to this flow adds a number ad@i¥e dimensions of enjoyment.

Although consensus on what makes a task integestintself may still be a good
ways off, it is the author's position that the d$edis of cognitive and affective
understandings of intrinsic motivation incorporatediow marks a step in that direction.
By examining the personal rewards that help to$dodividuals’ attention on tasks, new
ground is gained on the dynamics of task interéss. described, these rewards may be
experienced cognitively as well as affectively. skatend to be more interesting when
they provide opportunities for personal control aedable persons to feel more
competent, but these traditionally cognitive reasare not sufficient to explain interest.
To these must be added the incentive value of desees which result in greater personal
knowledge (hence, greater control and competennd) the experience of psychic
negentropy that may accompany tasks (merging abra@nd awareness, loss of self-

consciousness, and so on), both of which are cagetivators. Inasmuch as task interest

9. Other persons would not even have to be imdbm to exert a controlling effect, for example,
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may be defined in terms of individuals’ attentidhe elements of tasks that attract and

hold their attention, that is, operate as inhengcgntives, remain to be investigated.
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educational software designers.



