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TURBO-BOOSTERS:  LIVING A HIGH-OCTANE LIFE  

Remember David Hasselhoff aka Knight Rider and his Kitt car? 

How we marvelled at the self-driving, talking car with its turbo-

boost capabilities! Then Vin Diesel in the Fast and furious 

franchise introduced non-petrolheads to the thrill of Nitrous. 

What both had in common was the realisation that energy on 

demand could win the day.  When Tom Rath from Gallup 

surveyed 10 000 adults he found only 11% reported having a 

great deal of energy. Fast forward to our own lives, how are 

you doing in the high energy stakes? I suspect many of us are 

struggling to even find first gear, let alone top gear!  

When I kicked off a resilience training programme at the beginning of this year I had a bunch 

of super-smart, passionate IT professionals on my course. As an ice-breaker, I asked them 

whether they were: “Red: hanging on by their finger-tips, amber: taking strain but handling 

their demands, or green: all systems go, bring it on world.” They had all just come off a 3-week 

holiday, and every one of them replied red or amber!! I think we are experiencing a collective 

hangover from a very draining 2020.  

Are we participating in the wrong race?  Some are approaching life as a sprint, others as a 

marathon whilst others regard it as a triathlon! Many people, especially women are 

experiencing a triple shift, where they are holding down a full-time job, parenting/educating 

whilst also doing the bulk of the household chores. Mothers are twice as likely as fathers to 

worry that their caregiving responsibilities will garner negative perceptions of their work 

performance. Women in senior-level jobs, who have long-reported feeling a need to work 

harder than men, are now burning out at a higher rate, 39% compared to 28% of men. Various 

studies indicate that we are working between 1-3 hrs longer per day than before the 

pandemic. In some ways it’s understandable, due to reduced commutes, people’s desire to 

be seen a good corporate citizens, fear of unemployment etc. but the question is: “Is it 

sustainable?” I don’t think so, and the research seems to bear it out….. 

Reporting and focussing on employee engagement (discretionary effort, linked to employee’s 

energy) has become a requirement for many boards and institutional investors over the past 

two decades. Engaged employees produce real bottom line benefits. While employee 

engagement has been on the rise, only 39% of U.S. workers and just 22% globally are engaged. 

Gallup in 2020 revealed that engaged workers who are not thriving in their lives are much more 

vulnerable and add risk to your organization. For example, comparing employees who are 

engaged but not thriving in life with those who are engaged and thriving, those in the former 

group report the following risks: 61% higher likelihood of burnout often or always, 48% higher 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/nextavenue/2015/05/06/why-not-to-pursue-your-passion-or-happiness/?sh=44c2c763413a
https://www.forbes.com/sites/nextavenue/2015/05/06/why-not-to-pursue-your-passion-or-happiness/?sh=44c2c763413a
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/About-Deloitte/gx-about-deloitte-understanding-the-pandemic-s-impact-on-working-women.pdf
https://hbr-org.cdn.ampproject.org/c/s/hbr.org/amp/2021/06/5-ways-employers-can-support-womens-mental-health
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/women-in-the-workplace
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-02-02/remote-working-s-longer-hours-are-new-normal-for-many-chart
https://hbr.org/2021/01/do-you-know-burnout-when-you-see-it
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/321032/employee-engagement-meta-analysis-brief.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/330017/employee-engagement-rises-following-wild-2020.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/313067/employees-aren-thriving-business-struggling.aspx
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likelihood of daily stress, 66% higher likelihood of daily worry, double the rate of daily sadness 

and anger! Gallup’s research shows that thriving employees have 53% fewer missed days due 

to health issues. Suffering and struggling employees have substantially higher disease burden 

due to diagnoses of depression and anxiety, among others. This all translates into big 

differences in productivity, not to mention the very human toll that is paid. 

The Turbo-boosters paradigm (part of my resilience model) is part of the puzzle to help people 

thrive. This paradigm recognises that there are two absolutes (apart from death and taxes), 

namely that we all experience the same constraint: limited time and energy.  We must not 

squander these finite engines of potential and accomplishment.   

 

Imagine we had a turbo-boost capability, that enriched our energy and use of time that 

wasn’t predicated on coffee, efficiency hacks and working longer? Well, it turns out that we 

do, and it can be achieved naturally.  Our turbo-boosters are fully charged when we 

synchronise our internal biological clock (aka circadian rhythm) with our lifestyle, then 

architect “Flow” opportunities to get us in to the zone; seek out inspiring environments that are 

restorative; whilst structuring our work through job crafting to play into our needs/strengths; and 

then experience a sense of progress by applying the Progress principle with the clarity of goal-

setting. There are also other obvious resilience micro-behaviours that we can harness to ensure 

we have energy on demand, namely: appropriate rest and relaxation; exercise and nutrition. 

In building our turbo-boosters we need to avoid and/or minimise those things that drain our life 

force: e.g. pointless meetings, trivial tasks, noxious people etc. Psychologist Carl Rogers drew 

a distinction between noxious and nourishing people.  Noxious people criticise and find fault 

with just about everything. Nourishing people, on the other hand, are positive influences.  

Surround yourself with people that stretch and grow you in a constructive way. It’s not about 

people who just tell you what you want to hear, but those that help propel you forward.  

 

Whilst most of us are aware of the need to invest in our health, and we want to be engaged 

and energetic, very few embrace the deeper science that governs some of these dynamics. 

I am now going to introduce you to the power of chronotypes, circadian rhythms and Flow 

states that are under-utilised, but remarkable turbo-boosters. With these new insights you will 

be able to unlock untapped energy reserves. And in the weeks to come we will explore other 

turbo-boosting strategies as well.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://synenergy.world/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/resilience-integrated-model-for-life-may-2020.pdf
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CHRONOTYPES 

  

Your chronotype is the natural inclination of your body to sleep at a certain time, or what most 

people understand as being an early bird (called larks) versus a night owl. There is an almost 

perfect distribution curve ito peoples sleep-wake preferences.  

 

How our circadian rhythms manifest is influenced by our chronotypes. Broadly speaking there 

are three chronotype’s, according to research by Prof Till Roenneberg: 

• Early bird larks: they rise easily and feel energised during the day but wear out in the 

evening. (14% of the population) 

• Late night owls: they wake long after sunrise, detest mornings, and don’t begin peaking 

until late afternoon or evening. (21% of the population) 

• Third birds: this makes up approximately 65% of the population and fall somewhere in 

between the two bookends of “larks and owls”.  

 

Which chronotype are you? Think about your behaviour during your free days (when you’re 

not required to wake at a specific time). Now answer these three questions in the Table below. 

In the example provided below, the person (me), clearly is a Lark.  

 
Roenneberg’s research to illustrate midpoint of sleep
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LARKS14%

THIRD BIRDS* 65%

NIGHT OWLS 21%

1. What time do you usually like to go to sleep?

2. What time do you usually like to w ake up?

3. What is the middle point of those times? (For 

example, go to bed at 10 PM . and w ake at 6 

AM , the midpoint is 2 AM . 

NB: Base it on a free day w hen don’t have to w ake at 
specific time.

What chronotype are you and its impact?

https://hbr.org/2015/01/the-ideal-work-schedule-as-determined-by-circadian-rhythms
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These chronotype differences present both challenges and opportunities. The biggest 

challenge is matching workflow to individual chronotype preferences. A “lark” working a late 

schedule or an “owl” working an early schedule is a chronotype mismatch that is difficult to 

deal with. Such employees suffer low alertness and energy, struggling to stay awake even if 

they really care about the task. Some research indicates that these mismatches increase the 

prevalence of unethical behaviour, simply because mismatched people lack the energy to 

resist temptations. This is tricky enough for an employee who is working alone. In the context of 

groups, finding a good time for a team composed of some “larks” and some “owls” to be at 

optimal effectiveness may be difficult, but maybe the diversity of the group can be leveraged 

so people align to their preferred chronotype.  

 

However, it does also provide opportunities. For organizations or tasks that require around-the-

clock work, if managers can optimally match employees with different chronotypes to work 

different shifts, the work can be handed off among employees who are all working at or near 

their peak. This requires knowing the chronotype of each employee and using that information 

when developing work schedules. I would suggest you do small experiments, looking at your 

unique context and seeing how you can work more effectively with, not against your teams 

chronotype preferences.  

 

Can you change your chronotype?  

Genetics explains at least half the variability in your chronotype. After genetics, the most 

important factor is age. Anyone who has been a parent will know that young children are 

predominantly “larks”. They wake up early, zip around during the day and are unplayable in 

the evenings. Around puberty, those larks tend to transform into owls. They reach their peak of 

“owliness” around age 20. People over 60 years of age, on average, become even earlier 

chronotypes than they were when they were children.  

Now what? 

The problem is society, specifically corporates and education are typically configured for the 

75-80% who are “larks or third birds”. “Owls” are like left-handers in a right-handed world. So, 

what can we do? We need to understand that a day unravels in three stages: peak, a trough 

and a rebound. “Larks and third birds” experience it in that order. But 21% who are night “owls” 

experience the workday in something closer to the reverse order: recovery, trough and peak. 

With this is mind, you need to try schedule your activities accordingly if you are an “owl”. 

Next steps: figure out your chronotype, then understand the nature of your task types (e.g., 

analytical vs creative), then schedule accordingly. If you are a manager, by being aware of 
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these different patterns and allowing people to protect their peak zones you may see a 

significant impact on productivity.  

Living in an inflexible world  

There are three things that you can still do: 

1. Be aware: just by knowing that you are operating in a sub-optimal time period can be 

helpful as you can take preventative measures. For example, if you are an owl, prepare 

extensively the night before, and be hypervigilant during that dreaded early morning 

meeting. 

2. Windows of opportunities: if you have some free time do your most important work in 

your peak chrono-time; don’t get lost in the thick of thin things like unimportant emails, 

low value meetings. 

3. Regain control: on the weekends schedule your time to align to your chronotype.  

Research is unlocking some surprising time-based patterns in how we feel and how we perform, 

which in turn guides us regarding how to construct the optimal day. See the upcoming 

circadian rhythm table for guidelines, but if you are an “Owl” then you will need to make some 

adjustments to the tasks as its focused on the 80% of the population which are “Larks-Third 

birds.” 

CIRCADIAN RHYTHMS 

Whilst life can be unpredictable, the sun rising and setting every day is a constant. If you can 

anticipate change, you can get ahead of it, so early life forms adapted to predict when it 

would get lighter and hotter, and when it would get darker and cooler over a 24-hour cycle. 

That meant less sunburns (which are lethal when you’re only one-cell big), more efficient 

photosynthesis, and eventually the ability to anticipate the activity of your predators or prey. 

Fast forward a few millennia, and our human bodies have evolved with genetic clocks inside 

each cell aka Circadian rhythms to accommodate the above.  

 

Circadian rhythms refer to the natural fluctuations of our bodily processes along a 24-hour 

cycle. The phrase gets its name from the Latin "circa diem," meaning "around a day." This 

phrase describes the way these cycles follow the sun and adhere to a relatively consistent 

day-night pattern. One of the biggest challenges for large organisms like ourselves is making 

sure all our internal clocks are in sync with one another. This coordination allows female 

pituitaries and ovaries to match up when triggering ovulation; our pancreas, gut, and 

hypothalamus to link up to make us both hungry and ready to digest; and sleep to be timed to 

when our muscles are ready to cool down and enable healing, as well as when our brains are 

most free for maintenance and memory formation. It is the grand conductor that co-ordinates 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31756974/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26539161
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28865774
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28231463
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25100653
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24708297
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24708297
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24708297
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the symphony of our life. Still not impressed? In 2014 a team led by geneticist John Hogenesch 

at the University of Pennsylvania made an astonishing discovery: nearly half of all gene activity 

in mammals are timing related. This means the circadian clock could be influencing most, if 

not all, of our physiology and many of our behaviours!!  It has become clear that the circadian 

system plays an overarching role in regulating human physiology. The esteemed Nobel prize 

for Medicine and Physiology in 2017 was awarded to Hall, Rosbash and Young for for their 

discoveries of molecular mechanisms controlling the circadian rhythm. 

 

Perpetuating an outdated Industrial Age approach to work increases peoples likelihood of 

suffering circadian disruption, which is detrimental to your health.  According to Dr Panda, Salk 

Institute, being in violation of these rhythms results in increasing your risk of a plethora of chronic 

diseases. Unfortunately, today's society, with its electric lights, 24-hour convenience stores, 

proliferation of digital devices, global economy and "always on" mentality, has scrambled our 

“inner conductor.”  Recent studies have shown how disruption of circadian rhythms is 

associated with sleep disorders, cancer, susceptibility to infections, metabolic syndrome, 

Alzheimer’s disease, and aging. Circadian disruption is reliably associated with various adverse 

mental health and wellbeing outcomes, including major depressive disorder and bipolar 

disorder.  

 

We can, with a bit of creativity and will, optimize our work and schools around individual 

preferences, otherwise future generations will pay the price for our inflexibility. The big Reset, 

necessitated by the pandemic, has people questioning the way they orientate to their work 

lives. Whilst on the one hand it may be driven by an existential question mark, it could on 

another level be driven by an awareness that there is a better way to operate (See Apple 

employees letter to their CEO), even if people can’t articulate that’s its circadian disruption. 

But working from home has allowed people more latitude to organise around schedules that 

suit their circadian/chronotype preferences better, and they intuitively appreciate this new, 

more optimal syncing.  

 

So, what can you do to promote circadian/chronotype syncing so that you maximise these 

naturally occurring rhythms? The first step is awareness of the research, and then its about 

application through small experiments over time to see what works for your unique context.  

https://blogs.umsl.edu/news/2014/10/28/drug-delivery/
https://stm.sciencemag.org/content/10/458/eaat8806
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/medicine/2017/press-release/
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/medicine/2017/press-release/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4973832/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=erBJuxVR7IE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=erBJuxVR7IE
https://elifesciences.org/articles/16695
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27476975/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27528682/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30057115/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30679382/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26456331/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpsy/article/PIIS2215-0366(18)30139-1/fulltext
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbescommunicationscouncil/2021/05/04/how-to-prepare-now-for-post-pandemic-employee-turnover/?sh=271f934849b2
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbescommunicationscouncil/2021/05/04/how-to-prepare-now-for-post-pandemic-employee-turnover/?sh=271f934849b2
https://qz-com.cdn.ampproject.org/c/s/qz.com/work/2018276/what-the-apple-employees-complaint-letter-got-right-about-hybrid/amp/
https://qz-com.cdn.ampproject.org/c/s/qz.com/work/2018276/what-the-apple-employees-complaint-letter-got-right-about-hybrid/amp/
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Nike and Google, have already both adopted a more relaxed approach to work schedules, 

allowing employees to time their daily work hours to match their individual circadian rhythms 

and chronotypes (cited in Prof. Matt Walker, Why we sleep, pg. 304). 

 

In the below table, capture in the second column what you typically do in a workday. Then 

look at the third column and see what research indicates might be a useful way to sync with 

your circadian rhythms. Don’t try and change everything, just choose 1-2 small experiments 

that can fit into your lifestyle, implement and track over the next two months to see how you 

feel. Refine as you go along.  

Circadian rhythm syncing
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Pre-breakfast cardio workout : Helps set your sleep clock & 

increase alertness. 

Break the fast: Important to trigger your metabolism.

Social butterfly: Tweets more upbeat. 

Barrista break: Cortisol drop off for first time, now is time to get a boost. 

Deep thought: Late morning is peak analytical problem -solving. (For larks and third birds).

Munch time:
Prevents getting HANGRY (Hungry and Angry), weight maintenance 

and boosts energy levels.

Pitch perfect: people more receptive after a meal.

Napaccino : Cortisol levels drop for the second time and sleepiness peaks. 

Time-out: Willpower and morality drop off..

Light bulb moments: Late afternoon, do work that requires 

insight and creativity/innovation (for larks and third birds).

Game, set and match: Muscle strength, elasticity and reaction 

speed highest. 

Time restricted eating (TRE): Give your body time to 

process your food. Highest blood pressure/highest 

body temperature.

Contemplation: When people are tired their mind tends to 

wander more freely.

Winding down: Get into a routine that facilitates sleep.

ZZZZZ time: Be consistent. Ideally adults need between 7 -9hrs per night of sleep.

Why is sleep time important? 

NREM facilitates storing and strengthening new 

information/skills. Happens predominantly in evening phase.

REM integrates information so that you have a more 

accurate model of how the world works, including 

innovative insights and problem -solving. Happens 

predominantly in morning phase .

Burning the midnight oil:
Not all sleep is created equal.

CIRCADIAN
RHYTHM
CLOCK
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How to turbo-boost Flow through harnessing your circadian rhythm  

Time What do you do on 

a typical day @ 

What research suggests you should be considering in turbo-boosting your day 

7 AM  Pre-breakfast cardio workout: researchers at the University of Bath found that exercising before breakfast burns more fat, because the body taps into fat reserves 

instead of the most recent meal. In addition, cardio workouts elevate mood and if done in the morning we can enjoy the benefits all day. If you can do it outside in 

direct sunlight even better, as it helps set your sleep clock, reduce depression and increase alertness by triggering melanopsin. 

8 AM  Break the fast: important to trigger your metabolism as you have not eaten potentially for 12-14 hrs. 

9 AM  Social butterfly: a two-year study of 509 million tweets found messages sent in the morning were upbeat. As the day progressed, posts showed more distress or guilt. 

10 AM  Barrista break: we reach our mental peaks three hours after waking. It’s because our body temperature has its first peak mid-morning, so concentration and memory 

are optimal. From 7 to 10 AM, cortisol, a stress hormone that helps wake us up, is at its highest. Extra stimulants can make you jumpy if you have coffee too early and 

you build up tolerance. 

11 AM  Deep thought: peak analytical problem-solving time is late mid-morning until noon for early bird larks and third birds. For night-owls it’s better to be doing creative 

thinking in this time period. 

12 PM  Munch time: Lunch should be approx. four hours after breakfast. Eating every 3-5 hours helps you maintain energy levels, focus and weight maintenance. When we 

are glycogen depleted we make worse decisions. Don’t get HANGRY (Hungry and angry). 

1 PM  Pitch perfect: People are more likely to give you the benefit of the doubt after a meal/break, so make your important pitches directly after breakfast or lunch.  

2 PM  Napaccino: cortisol levels drop for the second time and sleepiness peaks. The key is to nap just under 30 minutes so that you do not experience sleep fogginess. Just 

before you nap, have your coffee, set alarm for 25 minutes (takes on average takes people 7 mins to fall asleep.) When you awake you will be turbo-charged as 

caffeine will have entered your bloodstream and you would have had an energising sleep. (Daniel Pink, When, pg. 76). See NASA nap tips.  

3 PM  Time-out: Willpower and morality drop off. Try avoid making decisions at this time of day. If you need to make key decisions, where possible create decision-making 

matrixes in advance that are easy to apply. Almost 40% of dieters say they reach for the biscuit tin around 3:30 PM. Rather take a restorative break. An ideal break 

would include: movement, being outside with people for just 5-10 mins yields benefits and can fit in with a busy schedule. Alternatively use the simple, STOP mindfulness 

technique. 

4 PM  Light bulb moments: Hardest time to stay focused and restrain your inhibitions is in the afternoons (for early bird larks and third birds). Rather do work that requires 

insight and creativity/innovation as you can benefit from the fact that your mind is less inhibited and open to new solutions. (If you are a late-night owl, rather do your 

analytical thinking in this period.) 

https://www.the-scientist.com/news-opinion/exercising-before-eating-burns-more-fat--study-66789
https://www.healthline.com/health/exercise-fitness/working-out-in-the-morning
https://science.sciencemag.org/content/333/6051/1878.abstract
https://www.inc.com/geoffrey-james/scientists-just-discovered-best-time-of-day-to-drink-your-first-cup-of-coffee.html
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Simon-Folkard/publication/22023118_Diurnal_variation_in_logical_reasoning/links/5ce7d54792851c4eabba5234/Diurnal-variation-in-logical-reasoning.pdf
https://www.insider.com/how-often-should-i-be-eating-during-the-day-2018-5
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/221897896_Extraneous_Factors_in_Judicial_Decisions
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-13232034
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24166855/
https://hbr.org/2016/02/dont-make-important-decisions-late-in-the-day
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/301344247_Rest_improves_performance_nature_improves_happiness_Assessment_of_break_periods_on_the_abbreviated_vigilance_task
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Micro%E2%80%90break-activities-at-work-to-recover-from-work-Kim-Park/0f4274258982ecf239d5b64f806a79b409224454
https://synenergy.world/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/breaking-destructive-relationships-part-2-6th-july-2020.pdf
https://synenergy.world/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/breaking-destructive-relationships-part-2-6th-july-2020.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/254225496_Time_of_day_effects_on_problem_solving_When_the_non-optimal_is_optimal
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5 PM  Game, set and match: Flex those muscles or play tennis/squash etc. While morning is the best time for cardio exercise, most studies find muscle strength rises through 

the day. Reaction time quickens, and hand-eye coordination also sharpens. You are less likely to get injured as muscles are warm and more elastic. 

6 PM- 7 

PM 

 

 Time restricted eating (TRE): is a form of intermittent fasting where ideally you need 12-14 hours between your last meal of the day and breakfast. This allows the body 

to process food effectively by eating most of the calories when genes for digestion are more active. Prof. S. Panda, @  Salk’s Regulatory Biology Laboratory and his 

team of  researchers have found that this simple lifestyle change may restore balance, stave off metabolic diseases and maintain health. Cautionary note: research 

was done on mice, they are now extrapolating to humans. 

8 PM  Contemplation – eyes wide open.  According to the Journal Thinking and Reasoning when people are tired their mind tends to wander more freely. Think how often 

your best thoughts happened when you are relaxed. 

9 PM  Winding down: get into a routine that facilitates sleep. Turn off all blue light emitting devices (smart phones, iPads etc.) as they suppress the production of melatonin 

that makes you sleepy. Alternatively, get a program such as f.lux to eliminate the blue wavelengths. Spending time in lowlight/amber light a few hours before bedtime 

encourages the production of sleep promoting melatonin. 

10 PM  ZZZZZ time.  Be consistent. Ideally adults need between 7-9hrs per night of sleep. Just in case you think sleep is not important, note the following: routinely sleeping less 

than 7hrs a night demolishes your immune system, more than doubling your risk of cancer. It is a key lifestyle factor in developing Alzheimer’s, disrupts blood sugar 

levels so profoundly you would be classified pre-diabetic after just one week of moderate sleep loss, and contributes to all major psychiatric conditions including 

depression, anxiety and suicide. (Prof M. Walker, Harvard Medical School and now Berkley). 

11 PM  Burning the midnight oil: Not all sleep is created equal. You have NREM (Non-rapid eye movement) and REM (rapid eye movement) sleep. NREM happens 

predominantly in the evening phase of sleep, and 60-90% of REM occurs in the morning phase of sleep.  

 

Why is this important? Well, depending on when you short-change yourself (going to bed late or waking early), it will have a very different impact. NREM facilitates 

storing and strengthening new information/skills; whilst REM integrates information so that you have a more accurate model of how the world works, including 

innovative insights and problem-solving. (Prof M. Walker, Why we sleep, pg.46) 

12 AM  

1 AM  

2 AM  

3 - 5 

AM 

 

Key insights and experiments you wish to take:  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3761760/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/11128289/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15865319/
https://www.salk.edu/scientist/satchidananda-panda/
https://www.salk.edu/news-release/eating-in-10-hour-window-can-override-disease-causing-genetic-defects-nurture-health/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424127887323611604578398342398991844
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/choke/201202/why-your-best-ideas-come-when-you-least-expect-it
https://www.ted.com/talks/matt_walker_sleep_is_your_superpower?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/matt_walker_sleep_is_your_superpower?language=en
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FLOW  

Flow sounds like some hippie state requiring 

large amounts of shrooms, when in fact all the 

chemicals we need are already inside us. 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, one of the pioneers of 

Flow research defined Flow as a subjective 

state in which you are completely involved in 

something to the exclusion of everything else. 

He was surprised to discover that enjoyment did 

not result from relaxing or living without stress, but during these intense activities, in which peoples 

attention was fully absorbed. He called this state Flow, because during his research, people 

illustrated their intense experiences using the metaphor of being carried by a current like a river 

flows. The term Flow is that optimal state of consciousness, being “in the zone”, where we feel and 

perform our best. McKinsey researchers concluded that if we could increase the time we spend 

in Flow by 15-20%, overall workplace productivity would almost double. Whilst I am always 

sceptical when claimed effect sizes are so large, imagine if we could just realise 10% of this gain, 

what a significant impact on our lives it could make.   

At the heart of this doubling sits a complicated cascade of five neurochemicals which, when 

combined, facilitate a state of productivity companies would love to copyright. In Flow, the brain 

releases Norepinephrine, Dopamine, Endorphins, Anandamide, and Serotonin. All five-affect 

performance. Norepinephrine and Dopamine tighten focus, helping us shut out the persistent 

distractions of our multi-tasked lives. Endorphins block pain, letting us burn the candle at both ends 

without burning out altogether. Anandamide prompts lateral connections and generates gestalt 

insights far more than most brainstorming aka brain-norming sessions. And Serotonin, that feel-

good chemical at the heart of the Prozac revolution, bonds teams together more powerfully than 

the best-intentioned team-build. Motivationally, these five chemicals are the biggest rewards the 

brain can produce, and Flow is one of the only times the brain produces all five simultaneously. 

This makes the state one of the most pleasurable, meaningful and, literally, addictive experiences 

available.  

The experience of Flow in everyday life is an important component of creativity and well-being. 

Indeed, it can be prescribed as a key aspect of ‘’eudaimonia’’ or self-actualization in an 

individual. Since it is also intrinsically rewarding, the more you practice it, the more you seek to 

replicate these experiences, which help lead to a fully engaged and happy life. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/psychology/flow-theory
https://hbr.org/2014/05/create-a-work-environment-that-fosters-flow
https://hbr.org/2014/05/create-a-work-environment-that-fosters-flow
https://hbr.org/2014/05/create-a-work-environment-that-fosters-flow
https://www.britannica.com/science/Gestalt-psychology
https://ejop.psychopen.eu/index.php/ejop/article/view/1370
https://positivepsychologyprogram.com/eudaimonia/
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In the context of the preceding research on circadian rhythms, Flow should also be optimised 

according to our peak periods, and dovetails beautifully to turbo-boost our energy levels and 

productivity. All work and no play can make Jack a dull boy. When I was the Head of OD at a 

prominent asset manager I offered chess training with top SA chess champions to staff, and left 

chess boards around the company so people could have breaks from the seriousness of their 

work. Investment managers understandably tend to get quite caught up in their work, often to 

the exclusion of everything else. I noticed that of all the departments, my Portfolio Managers and 

Analysts attended the sessions the most and I often saw them having games outside of our 

sessions. Chess embodies many of the features of Flow listed below… 

Being “in the zone aka flow state” - how does it feel? 

Csikszentmihalyi investigated the phenomenon of Flow by interviewing thousands of people 

from many different walks of life: chess players, mountain climbers, tennis players, ballet dancers, 

surgeons, etc. He came to the conclusion that Flow is a universal experience, which has several 

important characteristics: 

 

• Clarity of goals and immediate feedback on the progress. For example, in a competition you 

know what you’ve got to achieve, and you know exactly how well you are doing, i.e., whether 

you are winning or losing. 

• Complete concentration on what one is doing in the present moment, with no room in one’s mind 

for any other information. 

• Actions and awareness are merged. A guitar player merges with the instrument and becomes the 

music that he plays. The activity becomes almost automatic, and the involvement seems almost 

effortless (though far from being so in reality). 

• Losing awareness of oneself or self-consciousness is also a common experience but, interestingly, 

after each flow experience the sense of self is strengthened and a person becomes more than he 

or she was before. 

• Sense of control over what one is doing, with no worries about failure. 

• Transformation of time. Usually, time passes much faster than expected. However, the reverse can 

also be true. 

• Activities are intrinsically rewarding. This means they have an end in themselves (you do something 

because you want to), with any other end goal often being just an excuse. 
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According to Csikszentmihalyi: “without a task to focus our attention, most of us find ourselves 

getting progressively depressed.” In Flow there is no room for such rumination or multitasking. The 

divided attention that grows out of attempting to accomplish two or more things at once robs the 

productivity and satisfaction that comes from pursuing a single purpose. 

 

Most daily 

activities can lead 

to Flow as long as 

the situation is 

sufficiently 

complex to 

activate the high 

challenge – high 

skill condition. 

Based on the Flow 

table, strive for an 

optimal mix of 

challenge versus 

abilities.  

 

 

A recent study found a significant correlation between the perceived level of skill when coupled 

with challenges and the corresponding stress as measured by cortisol release. When our skills 

match the challenges that we are under, we perform our best, when our skills exceed our 

challenges, we are bored, and when the challenge is too high, we are stressed and our body 

releases large amounts of cortisol. In some ways the Flow table mimics the stress-performance 

parabola, where you have rust-out on the one side (apathy, boredom emotions) and burnout 

(worry and anxiety emotions) on the other, with the optimal zone being (arousal, flow and control). 

 

 

 

 

https://ideas.repec.org/a/spr/jhappi/v18y2017i1d10.1007_s10902-016-9726-0.html
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Creating the conditions for Flow using my R²AD acronym: 

Re-construct • At work, which words typically describe you ito the Flow matrix above? 

• Describe a Flow like state (focused/absorbed) that you have achieved, where 

you felt optimally challenged.  

• What are the characteristics/features that help you into a Flow state? 

 

Recognise • What do you enjoy doing that has potential for a “Flow-like” state in your daily 

activities?  

• Is the activity an expression of your unique strengths?  

• Understand the inherent meaning in the task. What is the broader purpose in 

doing this? 

• How will it impact the goals you set and your approach? 

• Identify clear performance and learning goals for the task or activity. Try to make 

the performance goals sufficiently challenging to engage your interest but not 

so challenging or boring as to cause distraction. 

 

Activate  • Identify your approach to the task or activity. 

• How are you going to rehearse? 

• To wilfully enter the Flow state, you may need to deliberately increase the 

challenge. Within your approach is there anything, a skill or an element of your 

strategy, that you need to practise deliberately to improve it? 

• How, when and where can you experience Flow each day?  

 

Derailers • Identify any possible interferences and find ways to eliminate or reduce them. 

• NB: Flow rarely works if you try to use it all the time. In fact, attempting to maintain 

a Flow state for a prolonged period can lead to burnout. 

 

 

Csikszentmihalyi identified 9 ways through which we can achieve Flow: 

• Our bodies: Sex, dancing, and singing are a few examples. Later, Csikszentmihalyi (2008) 

classified these as pleasurable, but not necessarily leading to Flow. 
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• Our minds: Pushing ourselves to accomplish a difficult task like solving a math problem 

leads to satisfaction and enjoyment. 

• Memories: Recalling enjoyable events allows us to relive our experience. 

• Contemplating:  philosophical questions e.g. my TRIFECTA (Purpose, Code and Goals). 

• Lifelong learning: keeps us engaged in the activities we enjoy. 

• A job: This works especially well if one is able to gamify one’s job. 

• Communication: Conveying our thoughts to others and being understood can create a 

sense of profound enjoyment. E.g. debating, Toastmasters.   

• Writing: This activity brings organization to our thoughts and is therefore enjoyable. E.g. 

writing poetry, articles or a book. 

• Solitude: Being comfortable alone with our thoughts can lead to exciting discoveries 

about the topics we find most enjoyable. E.g. mindfulness, meditation.  

 

We still have a long way to go in learning about the optimal states of human existence. Little is 

known about microflow activities (such as doodling), shared, rather than individualised Flow, in 

which the whole is greater than the sum of its parts (like in a musical jam session) or 

a plateau experience (which is a continuous peak experience). But as Jeff Bezos, Amazon 

Founder says…… 

 

 
 

https://synenergy.world/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Trifecta-Living-on-purpose-Oct-2020.pdf
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