
Chapter for Soul of Success by Trish McCarty 

Run Through It:  

The Science of FLOW and Ultimate Human Performance 

“Our purpose in life is to acknowledge that there is an intelligence within us that’s giving us life. 

That it’s both personal and universal, it’s within us and all around us, and that our job in life is 

to remove those masks of ignorance and the emotions that block the flow of the divine within us. 

And when we begin to move those layers, that intelligence begins to express itself and we become 

more like it, we become more willful, we become more loving, we become more mindful and its 

mind becomes our mind.” 

“The only way that you and I will ever do the Super Natural is by doing the Un-Natural. We 

have to give when everybody else is in lack, we have to show courage when everybody else is in 

fear, we have to show compassion when everybody else is judging. If you keep doing the Un-

Natural over and over again… soon it will start to become Super Natural.” – Joe Dispenza, 

D.C., studied biochemistry at Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey, and holds a 

Bachelor of Science degree with an emphasis in spontaneous healing. His postgraduate training 

and continuing education has been in neurology, neuroscience, brain function and chemistry, 

cellular biology, memory formation, and aging and longevity. 

Is success about showing up? Is there a way to make “Flow” or being in the zone more 

predictable? The answer is “Yes!” You can work and play in “flow” and help others to do the 

same. You just need to know how… 



I met Peter Diamandis, Founder and CEO of XPRIZE and author of the new best-selling book, 

BOLD, this past September in Los Angeles. He was speaking to a group of Best-Selling Authors 

and I happened to be sitting in the front row. He was a surprise guest, and I might very well have 

been the most surprised. He was announcing the Grandest Challenge XPRIZE, according to him, 

the most important ever, to end illiteracy worldwide. Just a couple of days before this, one of my 

colleagues had told me about this XPRIZE and encouraged me to register our StarShine Team. 

So I had filed an intent to compete for the prize, according to the instructions given. Now only a 

few days later, directly in front of me, is the very celebrity I most wanted to meet. And again, a 

few weeks ago, I got to spend an entire day with him at his XPRIZE offices in Los Angeles, 

along with my MasterMind group of about thirty people. Were these experiences by accident? 

Were they an example of synergy or could it have been a direct result of specific predictable 

choices and behaviors? 

For some reason, I remember watching a Woody Allen interview when I was a teenager and he 

said “80% of Success is just showing up.” It stuck with me. I don’t really think it was any kind of 

a driving force, I think I already believed it, even as young as I was. But now that I have years of 

experience behind me, I have a new belief, ”Showing up is 90% or more of success.” Successful 

people are usually dependable and will make extra effort to attend company and family 

functions, charity and community events. Being seen as an interested, committed individual, 

personally willing to help and engage with others is paramount to building a successful life. It is 

in moments of friendship, spending time with others, even for fun, like participating in a sporting 

event, that some of the most significant opportunities present themselves. This is the most likely 

time you will experience “flow.” When opportunities seem to be dropping in out of thin air, 

someone casually mentions something you have been wanting to do and you find it 



extraordinary, you are experiencing “flow.” Then, you must decide to step up, say “Yes” and run 

through the slightly open door, otherwise someone else might run right over you and live out 

your dream.  

But is success more than this? Is ultimate human performance about making you “run through 

it?” or is it more scientifically measured in “flow?”  

Mindfulness: Mind = Brain + Emotion 

What is flow? Flow is trending. In the past people talked about being in the zone…same thing. 

But it’s now being studied as the key to ultimate human performance. It’s an optimal state of 

consciousness in which we perform and feel our best. It greatly amplifies happiness. And flow 

can happen to anyone! The question here is how can you learn to do it? Maybe it’s big wave surf 

legend, a skier, or your best friend playing the guitar. What enhances creativity, drives 

innovation, accelerates learning, and helps your neighbor run a 5K run? 

New York Times best-selling author Steven Kotler’s book titled The Rise of Superman: 

Decoding the Science of Ultimate Human Performance defined it; “Flow is like being swept 

up by the river of ultimate human performance. We are better, faster, stronger. All aspects are 

amplified.” He has researched for over a decade and experienced first-hand reporting with 

dozens of top athletes and executives, exploring the science behind “flow”, an optimal state of 

consciousness in which we perform and feel our best. 

In our super charged, complex, faster than ever changing world…doesn’t it make better sense to 

learn to be in flow? It reminds me of the time in 2005 when a group of my friends took a week-

long trip down the Colorado River in the Grand Canyon. We all wanted to create the greatest 

human “Snake” of interlinked humans tied to each other while using our life jackets as floating 



diaper devises. We attempted to travel the longest ever time ever with the most humans down the 

Colorado River, as our moving human “snake.” The video still looks funny. One of the elder’s 

on that trip and intelligently not connected to our human snake, made some remarks that 

evening, I will never forget. He said “Humans are like rocks in the river. They think they can 

stop the river if they are strong enough, or bold enough, or big enough.  But one day they notice 

the river slides around them and the small pebbles are lifted up to glide with the river’s 

movement. The movement is the beauty, and not predictable. What if a human decided early 

enough to stay with the flow of life, the river, rather than try to resist and oppose the current? 

How much more enjoyable would the ride of life be? 

I was in a meeting with powerful business leaders from Phoenix in June of 2002. I had been 

invited to attend a community forum to discuss Arizona’s education problems and how 

community leaders might possibly help schools to solve some of their problems. I was feeling 

very passionate about the subject because as a mother, yoga teacher and a banker, I witnessed 

first-hand how difficult it was for families to live and pay for basic living expenses, without a 

proper education. I didn’t think Arizona was doing enough to help families gain financial literacy 

or any life skills learning. It was in this meeting of volunteers that I was about to ask a question 

that would forever disrupt my own life and catapult myself into a completely unknown, 

unchartered destiny. I accidentally experienced flow.  

After hearing one man’s explanation of how well he thought Arizona’s leaders’ kids were doing, 

because his own three daughters were attending Harvard, my stomach started to rumble. 

According to him, we should have been concentrating on the kids preparing for leadership from 

“good” families and stop trying to fix an impossible problem of trying to help lesser families 

ever change their plight of illiteracy and poverty. I couldn’t believe this man’s naïve thinking but 



was astounded that no one seemed to be challenging his opinion. I suddenly, without thinking, 

realized I was jumping to my feet, talking loudly and asking, “How can you condemn a family to 

poverty, simply because they have never had an opportunity to learn anything different? What 

would your family be like, had you never had money, influential friends or learning to help you 

become a success? What would happen to your family if for some reason you found yourself 

without any available assets to pay for anything? What would you rely on?” I continued as if 

nearly obsessed, “How can we expect to save ourselves, our families, communities or countries 

with this narrow-minded way of thinking? We cannot. People are struggling. When people 

struggle, they are driven to do things from desperation. They might steal for food for their 

children. They might sell drugs to provide an income for their children. They might commit 

crimes, simply to be able to go to jail to be safe, fed and to have a bed. If we want a better 

country, we must decide to make it better, by being leaders for change.” By this time my mind 

began talking to itself, “Trish, what are you doing? These people are your friends and you are 

making a spectacle of yourself! Sit down before you say anything more you might regret!” I 

suddenly wanted to stop the river. But the river was about to have me open a school for K-12 

kids and I never saw this coming. 

What happens when a critical number of people change how they think and behave?  The culture 

changes and a new era begins. It causes an entire shift of consciousness. It is happening, now. 

When we talk about people getting into flow, they’re usually getting into micro-flow. If you’ve 

ever lost an afternoon to a great conversation, or gotten so sucked into a work project when 

everything else goes away, that’s flow. The experience seems quasi-mystical.  



My grandson is one of the smartest kids I have ever known, (not because he is mine…or 

maybe?) His teacher wants him tested for ADHD and perhaps to suggest to put him on some 

medication that will keep him focused. I think he needs to be interested. His teacher wants him to 

stop bothering her. Yesterday he wanted to build a model WWII airplane; a really complicated 

one. For over six hours, he wanted to nothing else. He was totally absorbed in building his 

airplane and wanting to paint it when he was done. How can a ten-year-old child focus for so 

long, only to be told there is something wrong with the way he thinks? What and how schools 

teach needs to change. Being resilient, learning to work with focus and meditation is how 

humans develop incredible abilities to solve big problems, be creative thinkers and ultimately 

learn how to be happy. 

Is this a clinically measurable, physical process? 

Yes. Flow research started in the 1800s, or earlier. What has happened in the last couple of years 

is exploding new information about neurobiology.  When George Bush declared the ’90s the 

“Decade of the Brain,” money and research flooded into neuroscience. Unfortunately what or 

how we teach children has not changed at all. 

When it feels like your sense of time slows down or speeds up, and your sense of self vanishes, 

you are experiencing “flow.” What actually goes on in the brain is something called transient 

hypofrontality. Transient means temporary, hypo is the opposite of hyper, slow down or 

deactivate. And frontality is your prefrontal cortex; it’s the part of your brain that houses all your 

higher executive function. 

So the old idea about optimal performance is, “We only use 5% of our brain, and flow must be 

all of our brain functioning at a maximal level.” Turns out that’s backwards. In flow, huge 



portions of your prefrontal cortex are turning off. Parts of it start to close out so you can no 

longer separate past from present from future. And your sense of self vanishes. The voice of 

doubt and disparagement that’s always there; shuts off in flow. 

What about the concept of becoming one with everything? You hear surfers, basketball players, 

musicians and runners talk about, “Oh I was one with the wave.” There’s a part of your brain 

called the right parietal lobe that helps you figure out where you are in space. It helps us separate 

self from other. In deep flow states, energy goes elsewhere and the right parietal lobe shuts 

down. So, from a neurological perspective, at that point, the brain does believe it’s one with 

everything. 

How does this information effect the business world? 

A study conducted by McKinsey found that the average person spends about 5% of working 

hours in flow. But if you could increase that to 20%, they estimate that overall workplace 

productivity would double.   

My school, StarShine has proven that 70% of learning is contextual, so we know a rich 

environment is another a trigger to flow. A rich environment has lots of novelty, complexity, and 

unpredictability. Google and Peter Diamandis, Founder of XPRIZE, talk about making a 10x 

improvement and not be okay with 10% improvement. When you’re asking for 10x 

improvement, you’re throwing out all the existing assumptions, and you have to start radically 

new. You’re massively increasing the amount of novelty, complexity, and unpredictability in 

your employees’ work life. 

Risk is also a flow trigger, which is obvious for athletes. But it’s not just physical risk. What 

you’re trying to do is get the brain to release dopamine, which happens when we take physical 



risk — as well as an emotional, social, intellectual, or creative risk. Silicon Valley gives people 

space to fail and take those risks. 

Making work meaningful 

My husband is a musicians and talks about being “in the groove,” when a song comes 

effortlessly. Is it possible to lead others, toward this state? What makes some work environments 

inspire exceptional levels of energy, increase self-confidence, and boost individual productivity? 

Developing a strong sense of meaning is natural to this extraordinary form of leadership. By 

“meaning,” creating a feeling that what’s happening really matters, that what’s being done has 

not been done before and that it will make a difference to others.   

Meaning and performance 

Inspirational visions, like Walt Disney’s “make people happy and it’s kind of fun to do the 

impossible” or Google’s “organize the world’s information,”  seem to have little relevance to the 

majority of workers. Executives tell stories about the company, and that will inspire some but by 

not all employees. Research shows that four primary sources give individuals a sense of 

meaning, including their ability to have an impact on society, like building the community, or 

providing resources for the customer, for instance, making life easier and providing a superior 

service or product. These four points must included: 

1. How do you make a difference? (testing for alignment with the company’s direction) 

2. What improvement idea are you working on? (emphasizing continuous improvement) 

3. When did you last get coaching from your boss? (emphasizing the importance of people 

development) 

4. Who is the enemy?  



Use small, unexpected rewards to motivate 

Sam Walton, founder of Wal-Mart Stores, said of acknowledgement, “Nothing else can quite 

substitute for a few well-chosen, well-timed, sincere words of praise. They’re absolutely free—

and worth a fortune.” 

Knowledge + mind, Experience+body 

When people consciously practice gratitude, they are likely getting higher flows of reward-

related neurotransmitters, like dopamine. Research shows that when people practice gratitude, 

they experience a general alerting and brightening of the mind, and that’s probably correlated 

with more of the neurotransmitter norepinephrine. 

The mind also can change the brain in lasting ways. What flows through the mind sculpts the 

brain. “What you think about you bring about.” As the mind flows through the brain, as neurons 

fire together in particularly patterned ways based on the information they are representing, those 

patterns of neural activity change neural structure. New synapses form as well. 

This has also been found among meditators: People who maintain some kind of regular 

meditative practice have measurably thicker brains in certain key regions. One of those regions is 

the insula, which is involved in what’s called “interoception”—tuning into the state of your 

body, as well as your deep feelings. A lot of what they’re doing is practicing mindfulness of 

breathing, staying present with what’s going on inside themselves. 

One study, researchers compared meditators and non-meditators. However, the people who 

routinely meditated and “worked” their brain did not experience cortical thinning as they grew 

older.  



So, showing up, really matters. It doesn’t matter only in our moment-to-moment well-being, how 

it feels to be me, but it really matters in the lasting residues that it leaves behind, woven into our 

very being. 

You can use the mind to change the brain to change the mind for the better. You can teach 

yourself to be in “flow.” This is known as “self-directed neuroplasticity.” Neuroplasticity refers 

to the malleable nature of the brain, and it’s constant, ongoing. Self-directed neuroplasticity 

means doing it with clarity and skillfulness and intention. 

Attention, and focus, creates who we become, for better or worse. If you can think it, you can 

hold it. Our mind filters out what is not important to itself. For example, if we rest our attention 

routinely on what we resent or regret—our hassles, we’re going to build out the neural substrates 

to repeat those thoughts and feelings. If we rest our attention on the things for which we’re 

grateful, the blessings in our life, the wholesome qualities in ourselves and the world around us; 

the things we get done, most of which are fairly small accomplishments, we build up very 

different neural substrates. And we get more. 

William James. the father of psychology in America, said. “The education of attention would be 

an education par excellence.” 

The problem is most people don’t have very good control over their attention. And today we are 

constantly bombarded with stimuli that the brain has not evolved to handle. So gaining more 

control over attention one way or another is really crucial, whether it’s through the practice of 

mindfulness, for instance, or through gratitude practices, where we count our blessings.  

Steps toward Flow 



 First ten minutes of opening your eyes after sleep, give thanks, it starts to wire your brain 

 Create a sacred morning ceremony. It can be simple but do it for yourself. The habit will 

ground you, and it will be your greatest predictor of success. 

 Teach yourself to be conscious of your choices, your words, your breath, how your body 

feels or responds. There are only 84,600 seconds in a day. How many do you want to be 

yours? How many will you not notice? 

 Look at people’s eyes, connect with them and smile. Say “Hello.” When you do this all 

day, you know you made the world better. And you made your brain better. 


