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FLOW 

Another factor that seems to be important in fostering a deep sense of well-being is the ability to derive
flow from the things we do in life. Flow is described as a particular experience that is so engaging and 
engrossing that it becomes worth doing for its own sake (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). It is usually related 
to creative endeavors and leisure activities, but it can also be experienced by workers who like their 
jobs or students who love studying (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). Many of us instantly recognize the notion
of flow. In fact, the term derived from respondents’ spontaneous use of the term when asked to describe
how it felt when what they were doing was going well. When people experience flow, they become 
involved in an activity to the point where they feel they lose themselves in the activity. They 
effortlessly maintain their concentration and focus, they feel as though they have complete control of 
their actions, and time seems to pass more quickly than usual (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). Flow is 
considered a pleasurable experience, and it typically occurs when people are engaged in challenging 
activities that require skills and knowledge they know they possess. For example, people would be 
more likely report flow experiences in relation to their work or hobbies than in relation to eating. When
asked the question, “Do you ever get involved in something so deeply that nothing else seems to 
matter, and you lose track of time?” about 20% of Americans and Europeans report having these flow-
like experiences regularly (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). 

Although wealth and material possessions are nice to have, the notion of flow suggests that neither are 
prerequisites for a happy and fulfilling life. Finding an activity that you are truly enthusiastic about, 
something so absorbing that doing it is reward itself (whether it be playing tennis, studying Arabic, 
writing children’s novels, or cooking lavish meals) is perhaps the real key. According to 
Csikszentmihalyi (1999), creating conditions that make flow experiences possible should be a top 
social and political priority. How might this goal be achieved? How might flow be promoted in school 
systems? In the workplace? What potential benefits might be accrued from such efforts? In an ideal 
world, scientific research endeavors should inform us on how to bring about a better world for all 
people. The field of positive psychology promises to be instrumental in helping us understand what 
truly builds hope, optimism, happiness, healthy relationships, flow, and genuine personal fulfillment 
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Child Vaccinations and Autism Spectrum Disorder 

In the late 1990s, a prestigious medical journal published an article purportedly showing that autism is 
triggered by the MMR (measles, mumps, and rubella) vaccine. These findings were very controversial 
and drew a great deal of attention, sparking an international forum on whether children should be 
vaccinated. In a shocking turn of events, some years later the article was retracted by the journal that 
had published it after accusations of fraud on the part of the lead researcher. Despite the retraction, the 
reporting in popular media led to concerns about a possible link between vaccines and autism 
persisting. A recent survey of parents, for example, found that roughly a third of respondents expressed 
such a concern (Kennedy, LaVail, Nowak, Basket, & Landry, 2011); and perhaps fearing that their 
children would develop autism, more than 10% of parents of young children refuse or delay 
vaccinations (Dempsey et al., 2011). Some parents of children with autism mounted a campaign against
scientists who refuted the vaccine-autism link. Even politicians and several well-known celebrities 
weighed in; for example, actress Jenny McCarthy LINK TO LEARNING Chapter 15 | Psychological 
Disorders 609 (who believed that a vaccination caused her son’s autism) co-authored a book on the 
matter. However, there is no scientific evidence that a link exists between autism and vaccinations 
(Hughes, 2007). Indeed, a recent study compared the vaccination histories of 256 children with autism 
spectrum disorder with that of 752 control children across three time periods during their first two years
of life (birth to 3 months, birth to 7 months, and birth to 2 years) (DeStefano, Price, & Weintraub, 
2013). At the time of the study, the children were between 6 and 13 years old, and their prior 
vaccination records were obtained. Because vaccines contain immunogens (substances that fight 
infections), the investigators examined medical records to see how many immunogens children 
received to determine if those children who received more immunogens were at greater risk for 
developing autism spectrum disorder. The results of this study, a portion of which are shown in Figure 
15.19, clearly demonstrate that the quantity of immunogens from vaccines received during the first two
years of life were not at all related to the development of autism spectrum disorder. There is not a 
relationship between vaccinations and autism spectrum disorders. 



Why does concern over vaccines and autism spectrum disorder persist? Since the proliferation of the 
Internet in the 1990s, parents have been constantly bombarded with online information that can become
magnified and take on a life of its own. The enormous volume of electronic information pertaining to 
autism spectrum disorder, combined with how difficult it can be to grasp complex scientific concepts, 
can make separating good research from bad challenging (Downs, 2008). Notably, the study that fueled
the controversy reported that 8 out of 12 children—according to their parents—developed symptoms 
consistent with autism spectrum disorder shortly after receiving a vaccination. To conclude that 
vaccines cause autism spectrum disorder on this basis, as many did, is clearly incorrect for a number of 
reasons, not the least of which is because correlation does not imply causation, as you’ve learned. 

Additionally, as was the case with diet and ADHD in the 1970s, the notion that autism spectrum 
disorder is caused by vaccinations is appealing to some because it provides a simple explanation for 
this condition. Like all disorders, however, there are no simple explanations for autism spectrum 
disorder. Although the research discussed above has shed some light on its causes, science is still a long
way from complete understanding of the disorder. 


