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Optimal, or flow experience is a psychological construct introduced by M. Csik-
szentmihalyi; it refers to intrinsic motivation when an activity is worth doing for
its own sake and denotes productive work with high concentration on the task,
distinct objectives and high level of satisfaction, positive feelings such as enjoy-
ment, balance between the available skills and the task challenges, immediate
feedback, as well as temporary loss of self-consciousness and distorted sense of
time. This construct is being intensely used in numerous environments connected
with the use of information technologies, including specific ones such as Internet
addiction. The latter context is argued to be incorrect, since addiction means a
negative feeling while flow is positive. Numerous examples follow distinguishing
online gamers' repetitive behaviors referring to flow experience from those which
refer to addictive behavior.
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Optimal experience is a contribution, made over three decades ago,
to what is called positive psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi,
2000) by one of its leaders, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1975/2000; 1990
and elsewhere). This new paradigm is fully described by Csikszentmi-
halyis and his followers. While interviewing hundreds of people who
would express a deep devotion to their preferred sort of activity (in fact,
any type of activity whatsoever), Csikszentmihalyi selected several often
reported characteristics of a special feeling common to many of them,
which they estimated very highly. This devotion is related to what they
believe constitutes an optimal level of their experience.

The study was supported by the Russian Foundation for Basic Research, project
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Optimal experience is also known as flow experience. During the
interviews, Csikszentmihalyi found that people provide descriptions
which are worded almost identically regardless of the particular sort of
the preferred activity: almost everyone mentioned “being in the midst of
a flow”, or, to express it in a slightly different manner, “flowing from one
moment to the next, in which he is in control of his actions, and in which
there is a little distinction between self and environment, between stimu-
lus and response, or between past, present, and future” (Csikszentmih-
alyi, 1975/2000, p. 36). No wonder, Csikszentmihalyi (1975/2000; 1990
and elsewhere) called this sort of the holistic experience “flow”

The interviewed people, regardless of their age, gender and culture,
professional competence, marital and income status, reported flow as
an enjoyment: they confessed they enjoyed the process of doing even
hard work. They further confessed enjoying doing it non-stop, some-
times for long time periods, taking risks, or getting painfully tired and
sometimes exhausted. They reported they did enjoy it because in re-
turn they felt they had been performing to the utmost. No wonder this
sort of experience is often called optimal, within the positive psychol-
ogy paradigm.

The use of information technologies represents a variety of areas to
study flow experience (Hoffman & Novak, 2009; Voiskounsky, 2008).
The major areas are:

« Online marketing / shopping,

« E-learning / teaching,

« Cyber-recreation (often, online / computer / video gaming),

« Virtual interaction.

Additionally, less elaborated dimensions include:

« Virtual psychological rehabilitation, such as immersive systems of

virtual reality;

« Illicit penetrations into virtual environments and computer secu-

rity regulations;

« Usability testing, measurement of web-site’s attraction, friendli-

ness, adaptation to target populations.

The meaning of the optimal experience is that of a principally posi-
tive psychological phenomenon. Within the positive psychology school,
flow is universally understood as an enjoying experience with a strong
positive impact on the lifestyle and quality of life.
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Among many phenomena which are related to specific patterns of
human behavior on the Internet, i.e. in the virtual environments, prob-
ably the most important, from both theoretical and practical perspec-
tives, is the one that started a decade and a half ago - it is devoted to psy-
chological qualification of the special type of human dependence, most
often called Internet addiction and also known under a multitude of
names, such as Internet addiction disorder (IAD), Internet Dependency,
Netaholism, Internet overuse, Internet abuse, Problematic Internet use,
Pathological Internet use, Excessive Internet use, Compulsive Internet
use, Disturbed Internet use, Elevated Internet use, or Internet misuse,
as well as less general names stemming from the most popular online
services including for example Twitter addiction or FaceBook addiction.
The references are numerous, among the latest is an exhaustive and com-
petent review paper by Morahan-Martin (2008).

This paper is not the place to discuss the nature, phenomenology,
genesis and status of the Internet related addictions and / or dependen-
cies. We take “addictions” as a generic term, covering all the enumerated
types of the Internet misuse. Thus, the Internet addiction refers to every
particular web service, such as online gaming, online pornography, on-
line interaction, online romance, online surfing, online gambling, online
exploratory behavior, online shopping, etc.

While flow is undoubtedly an enjoyable experience, there is a vivid
tendency in the IT environments to associate flow experience with ad-
dictive types of behavior, and to investigate the dimensions and param-
eters of this prospective interconnection (Chen & Park, 2005; Chiou &
Wan, 2006; Chou & Ting, 2003; Tzanetakis & Vitouch, 2002; Wan &
Chiou, 2006). Scholars are making efforts to discover possible media-
tors between the two types of research data; among such mediators is
named for example procrastination (Thatcher, Wretschko & Fridjhon,
2008). This tendency has been already discussed earlier (Voiskounsky,
2007; 2008). It is nevertheless worthwhile to turn to it anew.

In a recent paper (Seah & Cairns, 2008) video / computer / online
game addiction is discussed in the context of immersiveness — the lat-
ter has characteristics common to flow experience, though it has been
pointed that the two psychological conditions differ. The authors con-
clude: “Fortunately, videogames do not seem to be the destructive and
socially detrimental force that other addictions are. Certainly in some
extreme cases, the addiction is as bad as any other ruining relationships
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and destroying lives but on the whole the addicts, and specifically, the
highly engaged players in our studies, were able to hold together func-
tional lives and engage in normal social relations. So whilst it may seem
that videogame engagement is bad because it leads to addiction, there
may be a more hopeful picture. Addiction to videogames could be just a
form of high engagement, perhaps no worse than reading a really grip-
ping book and then wanting to read a lot more. Indeed, both authors
could claim to have lost sleep and missed meals through reading good
books but we would also both claim to have our reading habits firmly
under control and integrated into our social and functional lives” (Seah
& Cairns, 2008, p. 62).

An addiction is a sort of an escape from personal problems and a de-
crease in the quality of life, which are opposite to feelings associated with
positive psychological phenomena, including the flow experience. Thus,
both theoretically and practically analogies between flow and addiction
are inadequate, and any idea to correlate the symptoms of the optimal
experience and the Internet addiction will hardly seem justified. Most
often the attempts to establish such correlations refer to the parameters
of the online / video / computer gaming experience. Indeed, gaming is
one of the most addictive of the variety of the IT related behaviors, partly
due to the fact that game developers and providers try hard to hook the
devoted addicts to their newest products, using for instance some “prin-
ciples in behavioral conditioning” (Yee, 2006, p. 70).

In their theoretical paper, Chen and Park (2005) discriminate be-
tween the two successive types of the online games - MUDs (Multi-user
dimensions) and MMORPGs (massive multi-player online role-playing
games); rich in visual stimuli, the latter evolved from the text-only-mode
MUDs (Bartle, 2003). Chen and Park (2005) believe that MUDs (both
adventurous and social) are best suited for the social interaction, while
MMORPGs, which supposedly provide the gamers with more levels to
match their challenges and their skills, are best suited for experiencing
the flow. Though this argument sounds reasonable, it is nevertheless not
true, due to the two main reasons.

First, recent studies state that people play MUDs to experience flow,
and also to achieve, to interact, and to cognate: these factors are shared
by the participants in the samples of Russian, French, US and Chinese
gamers (Faiola & Voiskounsky, 2007; Voiskounsky, Mitina, & Avetiso-
va, 2004; 2005; 2006a; 2006b; 2008). Second, Bartle (2003), Castronova
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(2007) and others convincingly describe the full multitude of the within-
game and outside-of-game channels which the adepts of MMORPGs use
for the intensive social interactions. Thus, the discrimination which is so
important for Chen and Park (2005) is not at all discriminating. When
they state that the MMORPG addicts seek to acquire flow experience,
while the MUD addicts seek the chances to get a channel for social inter-
action, the former statement cannot be accepted, taking into account the
abovementioned psychological inequality in the enjoyments inherent of
flow and in the addictive types of behavior: the addicts may try to seek
for the flow, but unless they recover from the addiction they can hardly
reach it.

The opposite idea, namely, that flow causes addiction, is stated in an
empirical paper by Chou and Ting (2003). The authors provide a logi-
cally reasonable but psychologically insufficient sequence of arguments,
namely that “people who enjoy flow experience during an activity may
develop a tendency to repeat the activity... Repetition of a particular ac-
tivity may eventually develop into a tendency toward addiction... Flow
experience is the precondition that actually activates addiction” (Chou &
Ting, 2003, p. 665). Moreover, they empirically testify this sequence of
statements. Chou and Ting (2003) have in fact testified that the repetitive
behavior, not necessarily the flow experience, may activate the addictive
activity.

The replication of behaviors intimately associated with the flow, of-
ten resulting in the life-long repetitions of the selected, and necessarily
enjoyable, activities is indeed characteristic for optimal forms of expe-
rience. However, the replications and repetitions are the outer, visible
actions taken apart from the inner meaning of such behaviors. The re-
duction of the flow experience to the repetitive actions is psychologically
inadequate, disagreeing with the essence of positive psychology. From
the bio-cultural perspective, the psychological meaning of a well-known
tendency toward the repetitions of the enjoyable activity is the complete
opposite of any sort of the addictive behavior.

Italian supporters of positive psychology Massimini and Delle Fave
(2000) introduce the term mimetic flow for the activities which “turn
out to be poor in complexity potential, which is an essential feature of
authentic flow activities and a prerequisite for individual development.
Moreover, such activities do not foster the participant’s constructive inte-
gration in the culture” (p. 28), on the contrary - they foster a human be-
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ing’s marginalization. Examples of the mimetic flow include the intake of
drugs and psychoactive substances, stealing, passive leisure activities like
watching TV, abuse of technological artifacts (cars, computers, weapons,
etc.): “In most cases, there is a misinterpretation of risk behavior as chal-
lenging behavior. No connections with individual development and inte-
gration in the social context can be found in such practices” (Massimini
& Delle Fave, 2000, p. 29).

Within positive psychology, in order to preserve the enjoyment, re-
petitive actions should undergo a continuous update of both skills and
challenges to their highest possible (utmost) level of matching. The psy-
chological mechanism of a mismatch between the skills and the chal-
lenges is described in the study of the specifics of the flow related expe-
rience in hacking (Voiskounsky & Smyslova, 2003a; 2003b), in online
gaming (see the abovementioned references) and in web usability (Smys-
lova & Voiskounsky, 2009). Such a mismatch, when either an update of
the skills does not follow an increase of challenges, or vice versa, means
indeed a danger of losing the optimality of experience: as a result a per-
son may turn to a repetitive and possibly addictive type of behavior. But
the processes of parallel step-by-step increase of both the skills and the
challenges, though not easily attained while hacking, should not raise
problems while gaming: the level structure of the popular well-designed
games and the abundance of the goals to be pursued guarantee that the
players save chances to continue experiencing flow.

An important and theoretically valuable study (Chiou & Wan, 2006;
Wan & Chiou, 2006) empirically shows that the flow experience is nega-
tively correlated to the Internet addiction. The authors’ further analysis
differentiates satisfactions from dissatisfactions inherent in the online
gaming experience, and provides well-justified evidences that in the
process of gaming the addicts seek a kind of a relief from their dissatis-
faction. Thus, the flow experience and the addictive states have little in
common: though the repetitions of certain actions do happen, their psy-
chological nature is entirely incompatible and dissimilar. This result, we
believe, hinders further attempts to validate the fact that the cyberspace
related addictions and the optimal forms of experience are of the same
psychological background.

The correctness of this conclusion is being now thoroughly investi-
gated in a new empirical research project carried out by the author and
his postgraduate students; the results of this work in progress will be
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presented by the end of 2010. In this project, two online surveys are ad-
ministered within the same sample of online gamers, namely a survey on
flow experience and a survey on the Internet addiction. When the results
are available, it will be clearer if the recent authors (Seah & Cairns, 2008)
were correct saying that online gaming is much more controllable than
many other addictive types of the Internet use, and thus that gaming is
in a way exclusive, farther from addictive types of behavior and nearer to
an optimal type of experience.
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