Flow synchronization: the dynamics of flow in a challenging interactive activity
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Background: Flow is a subjective experience (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975), but studies based on interview technique or
experience sampling method suggest that social interactions can be the sources of flow experience (Csikszentmihalyi &
Hunter, 2003; Delle Fave, 2009). There have been different concepts to describe flow in social contexts – e. g. shared
flow (Csikszentmihalyi & Selega Csikszentmihalyi, 1988), social flow (Walker, 2010), group flow (Sawyer, 2008) –,
which highlight the comprehensive quality of this experience (Walker, 2010). Theories about the coordination dynamics
of interactions – e. g. emotional contagion (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994), crossover of states/experiences
(Westman, 2013), social coordination (Ackerman & Bargh, 2010) – emphasize the automatic synchronization of
emotional, behavioral and psychophysiological patterns, or mental states (like flow), and the increased value of the
interpersonal experiences.
Aim: Based on the synchronization tendency of human interaction, we assume that this coordination can be observed in
case of flow experience (Varga & Józsa, 2013), during a cooperative activity (Delaherche et al., 2012). In order to
measure the dimensions of the related social interaction, we aimed to conceptualize and operationalize the possible
phenomenon of flow synchronization (Magyaródi, Soltész, Mózes, Nagy, & Oláh, 2011).
Method: In the series of the studies (Magyaródi, 2016), our explorative aim was to focus on flow experience in social
interactions with its possible antecedents and consequences, to get a coherent picture about this psychological
phenomenon. We used experimental designs, interview and survey technique to be able to study the concept as wide as
we can. We measured the experience of 6323 adult participants altogether (the mean age of the participants in the 6
studies: 25.56 years, SD = 8.76). The frequency of male and female participants in the 6 samples are the following:
36.15% male, 68.85% female.
Results: According to our results, the quality of flow experience in a social interaction is more intense, than in a solitary
activity. We could observe the synchronization of the partners’ optimal experiences during their common work. Flow
experience is supported by the components of flow synchronization with are based on the nature of the interaction during
the experience. Personality differences were found in flow proneness in social activities, and we identified personality
characteristics which can be developed to become more disposed to experience flow in both solitary and social situations.
Conclusions: The experience of flow in a shared, cooperative activity may contribute to the fulfillment of the basic
human needs, supporting the person to develop competences, to use social skills, to improve the quality of the
relationships and well-being factors also, in both short and long terms, to promote the flourishing of individuals and
social relationships.
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