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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Entrepreneur coaches face increased well-being challenges due to Received 12 September 2023
their demanding roles. However, they also often report Accepted 14 March 2024
experiencing flow - an immersive, enjoyable state of intense
focus that positively affects well-being. In this qualitative study of Flow: .

N . . ow; work recovery;
20 self-employed career, executive, health, leadership, and life psychological detachment;
coaches, we aimed to understand entrepreneur coaches’ well-being; coaches;
experience of flow and relationships with recovery at work. We entrepreneurs
found that recovery was important for entering flow and coaches
actively scheduled recovery activities, such as regular breaks, to
support recovery and to enter and sustain flow. These findings
contribute to research on how the interplay between flow and
recovery can contribute to the well-being and sustainable
working lives of entrepreneur coaches.

KEYWORDS

Implications for practitioners

Our study highlights the benefits of experiencing flow at work and the role of recovery
and flow in the performance and well-being of entrepreneur coaches. Coaches, supervi-
sors, and trainers of coaches will benefit by understanding that

o experiencing flow boosts performance, motivation, sense of achievement and well-
being

o recovery fuels flow and was found to be crucial for entering and sustaining flow

e entrepreneur coaches can purposefully craft recovery strategies to increase flow at
work

1. Introduction

Globally, the small business sector is estimated to provide over 70% of employment (Inter-
national Labour Organization (ILO), 2023). In the European Union (EU) in 2022, there were
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27.6 million self-employed people representing 17% of employed persons (Eurofound,
2024). As the rate of entrepreneurship increases, so too does the need to develop our
understanding of how to balance entrepreneurs’ well-being and performance to support
sustainable enterprises. Entrepreneurship plays a key role in economic development and
is recognised as an important driver of economic recovery in the face of crises such as
climate change, the Covid-19 pandemic, the war in Ukraine, the energy crisis, and economic
crisis (GEM (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor), 2023). Entrepreneurship and well-being are
recognised as part of the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals of Decent work
and economic growth and Good health and well-being, strengthening the importance of
research on entrepreneurship (United Nations, 2015). Coaches were chosen as a focus for
this study as coaching represents a growing segment of entrepreneurs globally. A recent
survey of 14,591 coaches from 157 countries by the International Coaching Federation
(ICF) showed a 54% increase in the number of coach practitioners worldwide between
2019 and 2022 and this growth is expected to continue (ICF, 2023).

Entrepreneurs face increased pressures on their physiological and psychological
resources due to work intensity, technostress (Michalik & Schermuly, 2022) and responsi-
bility for personal and business performance which can lead to stress and feeling over-
whelmed (Patzelt & Shepherd, 2011; Stephan, 2018; Stephan et al., 2022; Wach et al,,
2021). In this study, we will focus on two core factors that support entrepreneurs in per-
forming their challenging and demanding roles: recovery and flow (Williamson et al.,
2021).

Recovery is defined as the process by which an individual’s functional systems return to
pre-stressor levels after a period of stress (Meijman & Mulder, 1998). There is some empiri-
cal evidence that recovery can assist entrepreneur well-being (Wach et al., 2021; William-
son et al, 2019, 2021). Flow refers to a mental state of total cognitive immersion and
intense focus in a work-related activity and may also serve as a buffer against stress
(Rivkin et al., 2018).

Accordingly, the purpose of our study was to understand if and how entrepreneur
coaches can increase their flow at work to counterbalance the stressors of entrepreneur-
ship and improve well-being, and whether recovery may play a role in this process.

1.1. Entrepreneurs’ flow

When individuals experience intense engagement in their work, they can enter a state of
flow. Flow is a term introduced by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975) to
describe people’s optimal experience: a mental state of total cognitive immersion and
intense focus in an activity. During a state of flow, one loses track of time, loses a sense
of self-consciousness, feels in control, and finds the experience intrinsically rewarding
(Csikszentmihalyi & LeFevre, 1989). Paradoxically, during a flow state, one can have a
sense of time standing still — or time might seem to pass quickly. During flow, one can
face an extreme challenge - yet the task can feel effortless, and even though one
might feel fully present — one can lose all sense of self.

Flow can be experienced alone or with others and differences have been noted in the
dynamics of these experiences. While the concept of flow was initially developed in the
study of solitary activities (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975), social flow was later identified as
the experience of flow with others in groups or teams (Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; Kaye,
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2015; Ryu & Parsons, 2012; Walker, 2010). Still, knowledge on these types of flow is limited
thus far.

Flow has been linked to the building of personal resources and shown to have a posi-
tive relationship with well-being and performance in employees (Csikszentmihalyi &
LeFevre, 1989; Demerouti, 2006; llies et al., 2017, Pimenta de Devotto et al., 2020;
Rivkin et al., 2018; Zito et al., 2019) as well as in entrepreneurs (Kauanui et al., 2014;
Sherman et al., 2016). However, there is little qualitative research on the phenomenology
of entrepreneurial flow, and none known focusing on the flow experience of entrepreneur
coaches which this study addresses. Updated research is needed to increase our knowl-
edge of how flow is experienced among different professionals and its effect on perform-
ance and well-being.

1.2. Entrepreneurs’ recovery

Adequate physiological and psychological recovery has been shown to reduce stress and
contribute to entrepreneurs’ well-being (Wach et al., 2021). Recovery includes the activi-
ties, experiences, and states that replenish mental and physiological resources in response
to work-related stressors (Zijlstra & Sonnentag, 2007). The effort-recovery (E-R) model
(Meijman & Mulder, 1998), suggests that recovery occurs when job demands are no
longer present. Psychological detachment, the complete mental detachment from work
that allows one to ‘switch off’ and recover from work-related stressors, has been shown
to be a strong recovery mechanism (Minkkinen et al., 2021; Skurak et al., 2021; Sonnentag
& Kruel, 2006). Earlier studies found that recovery resulting from lunchtime and other
workday detachment breaks resulted in better concentration, increased work engage-
ment, reduced fatigue, and higher well-being (Binnewies et al., 2009; Debus et al,,
2014; Demerouti et al., 2012; Kiihnel et al., 2017; Sianoja et al., 2016, 2018; Sonnentag
et al,, 2010; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015).

The often boundaryless nature of entrepreneurs’ work and non-work life implies that it
can be particularly challenging to mentally detach from the stressors of entrepreneurial
activities (GEM (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor), 2023; Williamson et al., 2021).
However, the flexible working patterns of entrepreneurs enable them to manage their
work differently from employees who are usually required to work within defined core
working hours, for a set number of hours per day and at certain locations. For instance,
studies have shown that employees may have limited opportunities to engage in
energy management behaviours and low levels of control over their breaks (de Bloom
et al,, 2015). In contrast, entrepreneurs usually have more freedom to craft their recovery
by taking breaks when and how they want and choosing work tasks that are more ener-
gising over work that is draining. An earlier empirical study of coaches, many of whom
were also self-employed, found that proactive self-regulation activities including recovery,
supported coach well-being (McEwen & Rowson, 2022).

Together, it can be presumed that recovery and flow may act as powerful buffers
against the stresses and strains of entrepreneurship. In this study, we examined the
working lives of entrepreneur coaches by exploring (1) the characteristics of entrepreneur
coaches’ experience of flow at work, (2) the possible impact of flow on recovery, well-
being and performance and, (3) whether and how entrepreneur coaches purposefully
crafted recovery experiences to enter, sustain and re-enter flow. Our study brings new



4 L. LARUE ET AL.

insights into the vital role flow and recovery plays in entrepreneur coaches’ well-being
and performance. We also provide new insights into the different types of flow experi-
enced by entrepreneur coaches including solitary and shared flow (Liu & Csikszentmihalyi,
2020; Magyarodi & Olah, 2015; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Walker, 2010, 2021)
and the role recovery plays in shaping these flow experiences.

2. Methods

In this study, participants (N = 20) were entrepreneur coaches whose core business activi-
ties included external professional coaching in the areas of career, executive, health, lea-
dership, and life coaching. In addition to coaching, participants also performed other
activities as part of their entrepreneurial activity such as supervision, training, mentoring,
writing and consulting. Some participants also produced coaching-related products like
books, coaching tools, courses and other resources. Participants were recruited from
various professional associations including the Association for Coaching (AC), the
Career Development Institute (CDI), the European Mentoring & Coaching Council
(EMCCQ) and the International Coaching Federation (ICF). Others responded to an open
call posted in various coaching and consulting groups on LinkedIn and Facebook in Feb-
ruary 2022. Interviews were conducted between February 2022 and June 2022.

Study participants were engaged in their business for two years or more with an
average length of entrepreneurship of 8.6 years. Most of the participants (n = 18) were
solopreneurs apart from two. One of which had a single business partner and the other
employed three team members in their business. All participants were English-speaking,
self-employed coaches in the UK (n = 13), France (n =5), Portugal (n=1) and Ireland (n =
1). Study participants were aged between 30 and 62 years old (average age of 45.6), 70%
female (n=14), 30% male (n=6) and 90% held a bachelor’'s degree or above (55%
master’s degree, 25% bachelor’s degree, 10% PhD and 10% other, non-degree coaching
qualifications).

Consent was obtained from participants who were informed that the interviews would
be audio-recorded and pseudo-anonymised. Interviewees were provided with a brief
description of flow including the known pre-conditions and characteristics of flow as
defined by Csikszentmihalyi (1997) and (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014).

One-hour semi-structured interviews were scheduled and conducted online via Micro-
soft Teams with an average length of 43:58 min. The interviews were conducted by the
main researcher who is also a professional coach, consultant and entrepreneur. Partici-
pants were asked a variety of questions including reasons for entering into entrepreneur-
ship, to describe their business activity and the daily work tasks they performed. This was
followed by a series of open-ended questions about how they organised their work, their
experience of flow, recovery, hindrances to flow and antecedents of flow. Finally, partici-
pants were asked about the effects of flow on their performance and well-being.

Audio interviews were transcribed and analysed in ATLAS.ti 22, a digital qualitative
analysis tool. The data were analysed using Braun & Clarke’s (Braun & Clarke, 2006) the-
matic analysis to identify, analyse and report the emerging themes within the data.
This method was chosen as it allows for rich qualitative data to be effectively organised,
analysed, and described in addition to identifying similarities and differences across data
sets, generating deep insights.
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Interview audio files and transcripts were pseudo-anonymised to protect the identity
of interviewees. Using an inductive approach, the interviews were listened to, and the
transcripts were read multiple times. Notes were taken during the interviews and
during reading to record early observations and questions emerging from the data.
Initial codes were generated to organise the interview data into broad categories. The
codes were further developed by considering the research questions and relevant ident-
ified theories. The data were then classified using thematic codes resulting in several
codes and sub-codes which were further analysed and refined to remove duplicate
codes. Three main themes were subsequently formed from five code group categories
which are described in the results section.

It should be noted that interviewees were likely aware that the interviewer was also an
experienced, practising coach. This may have impacted what interviewees shared and did
not share. For example, interviewees may have highlighted best practice and potentially,
not described behaviours or practices they felt might be judged as unethical or
unprofessional.

3. Results

Interview data were coded into five initial categories or code groups including character-
istics of flow (with subcategories of types of flow, feelings during flow, feelings after flow),
antecedents to flow, hindrances to flow, effects of flow and reasons for entrepreneurship.
These code groups were expanded to include recovery, performance, well-being,
absence of flow, and comprised a total of 558 codes. Further thematic analysis revealed
three main themes: the role of recovery in flow, crafting recovery experiences for flow,
and the effects of flow on entrepreneurial well-being and performance.

The results revealed that all 20 entrepreneur coaches interviewed stated they had
experienced flow in their work. While most of the interviewees said they experienced
flow daily, some experienced flow just a few times per week. Interviewees detailed
specific actions they took to cultivate flow at work and described the strategies they
used to manage energy levels before, during and after flow. Furthermore, they explained
the numerous positive effects of flow for them, their clients and their coaching business as
well as the costs of flow. In the next sections, we will describe the identified characteristics
of flow, how interviewees sustained flow, their capacity for flow, and how they felt in the
absence of flow. We also present findings in relation to the positive effects of flow, the
costs of flow and how entrepreneur coaches crafted recovery for flow.

3.1. Characteristics of entrepreneur coaches’ flow

3.1.1. Solitary, dyadic and group flow

The first aim of the study was to understand how entrepreneur coaches experience flow
at work by asking them to describe a recent flow event. When recalling their flow experi-
ences, interviewees described three distinct forms of flow in their work namely: solitary,
dyadic and group flow. Solitary flow was experienced when working alone either in iso-
lation or in a public setting such as a co-working space or café for example. Dyadic
flow, was typically reported between a coach and coachee but could also occur with
co-workers, project collaborators and others. Group flow, was flow experienced in a
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group setting while interacting with more than one other person. For the participants in
this study, these were typically group coaching or supervision sessions, presentations,
teaching, or facilitating workshops.

Solitary flow was most frequently experienced by interviewees and was typically a
longer-lasting experience than other types of flow. Aligning with the definition of flow
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975), coaches greatly enjoyed the experience of flow, lost track of
time and felt they had performed at their best.

‘| feel energized, and I'm kind of excited, but | can also sometimes, wish | wasn’t having to
come out of it. | can have this resistance to leaving it. Whereas | don't generally get that
with the people stuff. But | do with the individual stuff. Sometimes I'm like: Oh, I've got to
now stop this, and go here and do this, or be involved in that. So sometimes there can be
a resistance to leave that flow.’ [Interviewee 20]

‘When | was doing a lot of content writing for my website, | might have flowed for six hours.
So, if I'm kind of sat down, and | get an idea for something to write about, or a blog post then
I'd sit down and I'd write for six hours.’ [Interviewee 9]

Much of the dyadic flow experienced was during coaching sessions and characterised by a
deep sense of presence, connection and meaning. Interviewees described dyadic flow as
being a deeper, richer and at times even spiritual experience. Sharing flow with another
person was expressed as a profoundly impactful experience benefiting both parties
through positive effects. They described feeling a strong synergy between themselves and
the coachee which some said resulted in a ‘positive feedback loop’ that kept the flow going.

‘I've hesitated from using the word spirituality because it's not just that oneness when things
come together, a connectedness. | think that it's a particularly heightened experience, it's pro-
found, something meaningful, it's very distinct from the normal mundane experience. And
there’s a oneness, there is something spiritual, but it's not related to a God or something
like that. It's a oneness, a connectedness of being completely in that moment.’ [Interviewee 12]

After dyadic flow, interviewees often expressed feeling energised. In addition to feedback
received from a coachee during and after a flow event, post-coaching reflection, a
common practice among professional coaches, also allowed them to reflect on the ses-
sions and their performance.

‘| feel I'm doing a good job. I'm making a difference. You know, I'm working hard. I'm using my
skills, my knowledge and expertise and I'm putting all of that to good use. It might be hard
work and it might be challenging but in a good way. | produce something that is good and
that makes a difference to other people. And that makes me feel good, | may have worked
hard and that made the difference to somebody else that makes me feel good about
myself.’ [Interviewee 9]

Dyadic flow was also reported to occur outside of coaching sessions, for example during
meetings with project collaborators working on interesting and engaging projects. This
dyadic flow was frequently described as very energising, motivating and rewarding.

‘I became quite energized, whereas usually, if you were getting extra work, it would be like oh
that's more work. But | was actually very energized. Technically it was meant to be an hour,
but it turned out | was with her for two hours and ten minutes and | didn't notice that. At first,
| didn’t notice the first half an hour, and then | didn’t notice the rest of the time pass.’ [Inter-
viewee 20]
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Some interviewees stated they found it challenging to achieve flow when facilitating
groups. This was due in part to the nature of group work which typically required constant
meta-awareness for example; monitoring and managing group dynamics, operating tech-
nology, time management and other factors inherent in group work. Nonetheless, several
interviewees recalled experiencing flow in group settings although these were typically
shorter in duration for the reasons mentioned.

‘I mostly access flow every time | present or train for a day, usually | get into a flow. And in any
group work that | do. So that'’s like, four to six hours, twice a week, once or twice a week. And
then there’s the individual clients and | don't access flow every time I'm with a client. But it
does happen a couple of times a day.’ [Interviewee 20]

As the above examples illustrate, most entrepreneur coaches interviewed experienced all
three types of flow in their work.

3.2. Sustaining flow

Interviewees were found to embed feedback mechanisms into their work which helped
them enter and sustain flow. Monitoring performance and seeking feedback from
coaches during a coaching session for example or checking in with participants in the
case of group work. Sometimes this was verbal, other times it was an observation of
the level of engagement of others in the case of dyadic and group flow for instance.
This allowed them to gauge and adjust their performance during the flow experience
to keep the flow going.

‘... going into that flow event, | had all the bits and pieces that | needed to ensure that it was
going to be successful, | was prepared and organized. | think as a result of that, during the
flow event, | could see that being reciprocated by the client as well. And | could see that
they were in the moment and in the zone with it. So, there was that kind of connection |
think that we had. And after it, this always happens - after that type of thing | get an enor-
mous amount of adrenaline whenever that works. And | feel like my energy’s very high. It's
very positive.’ [Interviewee 18]

Interviewees were found to take steps to increase their ability to remain in flow for as long
as possible. Several described having drinks and snacks at hand to maintain energy levels
and avoid having to interrupt their flow. They also described how they were able to
momentarily dip in and out of flow with relative ease e.g., to deal with a minor distraction
or interruption.

‘I'll probably prep, so like so right now | have two drinks in front of me, I'd have two or three
drinks, so that they're in front of me. So that’s the other thing | can stay in flow if the stuff |
need is in front of me. And if | know that tomorrow | had a load of writing to do, or a load of
client work, | would put snacks out and about so that | wouldn’t have to think of them, they'd
just be there.’ [Interviewee 20]

3.3. Capacity for flow

Some interviewees recognised that they only have so much capacity for flow and
managed their work in such a way as to maintain a high level of job performance and
avoid burnout.



8 L. LARUE ET AL.

‘Whilst flow, especially the positive flow, is really engaging and | feel great afterwards, | gen-
erally find that there’s only so much flow | can achieve in a day because my brain gets tired.
It's a bit like running a marathon, or, you know, you put all your energy into that activity, that
there’s a bit less of it for other activities.’ [Interviewee 2]

Others however, reported a high capacity for flow and said they would like to have more.

‘I think it (flow) makes me incredibly productive. So obviously, the more | experience it, the more
| want it, and the more | seek it. And it’s, you know, and | think that’s when | generate the most
ideas. And as | said, it does lead to feeling productive. So | will actually be very speedy at design-
ing things and producing things and get a lot done. So the speed level, you know, it’s, | can,
when I'm in that state, | can do a lot and achieve a lot. And | can look back at the end of the
day and think oh gosh that's an incredibly productive day.’ [Interviewee 12]

Several explanations were given for the varying levels of flow capacity among intervie-
wees. The capacity for solitary flow for example, tended to be greater than that for
dyadic or group flow which was described as more emotionally and cognitively draining.
Yet for some, dyadic and group flow was energy-giving. Participants described this as
being due to the demands of the work performed, preferences for working alone or
with others, and their energy levels.

3.4. Absence of flow

The absence of flow left some entrepreneurs feeling dissatisfied. They expressed feeling
that their work had less meaning and impact. This led to questioning what they could do
differently in the future to increase the likelihood of achieving flow.

‘If 1 didn’t access flow in my week, a couple of times, | would feel like the week wasn’t very
successful.” [Interviewee 20]

3.5. Positive effects of flow

It was observed that different types of flow (dyadic, solitary and group) could result in
varied recovery effects (see Figure 1). This differed between interviewees and appeared
to be related to personality traits, psychological and physiological states, and external
situational factors such as task demands and environment. Some flow events were
energy-giving leading to a virtuous cycle (Foulk et al., 2019) of peak experience and recov-
ery, while other flow events could be energy-depleting. The cyclic process is depicted in
the figure.

Numerous interviewees described feeling their energy levels were boosted by flow
(particularly dyadic flow) and reported feeling energised, excited, and rejuvenated.

‘| can get energy; | feel energized from it [flow] rather than drained.’ [Interviewee 12]

‘| would say energized. Yeah, they [flow events] leave me feeling very energized.’ [Interviewee
13]

Interviewees expressed feeling a range of positive emotions after flow events. They
described feeling a sense of achievement through meaningful, impactful work resulting
in emotions such as happiness, contentment, and fulfilment. Almost all interviewees
said they felt productive, successful, and more confident after flow events.
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Positive Effects

Recovery
Positive emotions
Achievement
Desire more flow

l Recovery enables re-entry to flow

Crafting Recovery

FLOW

Recovery actions
e.g. rest, breaks,
energising work,
scheduling etc

Solitary, dyadic or group

Costs
Recovery needed to re-enter flow

Mental fatigue,
Physical fatigue,
Hunger, Thirst etc

Pre-flow During flow Post-flow

Figure 1. Recovery and flow.

‘| don't feel drained. | feel fulfilled, | feel satisfied that I've helped somebody. I've done a good
job. You know, that's important to me. I've done it to the best of my ability. I've done it excel-
lently, that's important to me. | don't like to do things sloppy and whatever. So when all those

things come together, | recognize yeah - there’s been flow so it's been a good day today.’
[Interviewee 10]

‘| also feel like the days | find flow, it’s easier to disconnect from work at the end of the day.
Because | know I've been productive, and I've been successful.” [Interviewee 7]

As illustrated, experiencing flow resulted in a sense of achievement, feeling productive
and job satisfaction. Several interviewees reported feeling the compulsion to have
more flow which meant they were constantly striving to achieve more flow at work.
Overall, the more flow coaches experienced, the more flow they wanted. In effect, experi-
encing flow was observed to have a positive relationship in inducing more flow.

‘I think it [flow] makes me incredibly productive. So obviously, the more | experience it, the
more | want it, and the more | seek it. And it's, you know, and | think that's when | generate
the most ideas. And as | said, it does lead to feeling productive. So, | will actually be very
speedy at designing things and producing things and get a lot done. So the speed level,
you know, it’s, | can, when I'm in that state, | can do a lot and achieve a lot. And | can

look back at the end of the day and think oh gosh that’s an incredibly productive day.’
[Interviewee 12]

3.6. Costs of flow

While flow was described as a positive experience by interviewees, the costs of flow were
also recognised. After some flow experiences, interviewees expressed feeling physically
tired, mentally drained and even exhausted, in the case of intense and long-lasting
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flow for instance. Hunger, thirst, and the need to tend to pain or other physical needs
were also described as after-effects of flow events. Shorter flow episodes were reported
to be less physiologically and psychologically draining than longer ones.

‘Whilst flow, especially the positive flow, is really engaging and | feel great afterwards, | gen-
erally find that there’s only so much flow | can achieve in a day because my brain gets tired.
It's a bit like running a marathon, or, you know, you put all your energy into that activity, that
there’s a bit less of it for other activities.’ [Interviewee 2]

‘How do | feel after flow? Satisfied but tired. | think when you're in that groove, there is a big
sense of satisfaction. And there are times when it is, it's almost when you step back and think
about it, just by thinking about what you've achieved, can be quite mentally draining. So, it's
almost as if your body’s on catch-up. | kind of liken it to, if you're in a, | don't know, like in a
fight or flight situation or stressful situation that you can get through it and then once the
incident has finished, your body plays a little bit of catch-up, and then you feel quite
exhausted.’ [Interview 11]

Interestingly, several interviewees described feeling both energised and drained after
coaching sessions where flow had occurred.

‘When I'm doing the coaching. | feel really energetic, a mild euphoria. And afterwards, | feel
quite drained. But the thing is, | have something that kicks in, like | said, where it’s just you
and the task at hand. And | can do that for really quite an extensive time. And actually, I'm not
sure that | feel tired. | might feel wired afterwards, maybe. And it might take a little bit of time
to kind of wind down.’ [Interviewee 4]

If an entrepreneur’s energy levels were drained during a flow event rather than boosted, it
was necessary to take recovery actions before they were able to re-enter flow.

‘| think it's interesting because you become so focused, and my guess is there is that the
neuro chemistry is such that your adrenaline is flowing to a degree. So, when you stop,
the adrenaline drain happens, and you go: ‘Oh, I'm quite tired, actually’, or ‘I'm quite
hungry’, or, you know, | just need to stop being ‘on’.” [Interviewee 14]

3.7. Crafting for recovery

Adequate recovery and effective energy management were found to be vital to entrepre-
neur coaches experiencing flow. Interviewees described how in the lead-up to a flow
event, they took steps to be as recovered as possible. Getting a good night’s sleep,
eating well, exercising (e.g., yoga, stretching and walking) and mindfulness were
common recovery activities.

‘If I've had a couple of weeks with not enough sleep, or if | have quite big worries, it might be
harder to access flow in general.’ [Interviewee 20]

‘If I'm writing, doing business stuff or website work, it's interspersing that with exercise.
Because | will consciously take time out, | mean, I've got two dogs anyway, so they want
to go out for a run or for a walk or whatever. So, you know, they're a good barometer,
that means | can't just sit there for 10 h writing because you know, the dogs would be
most unhappy with that. So, the dogs insist that | take some time out and go, but actually
going out, whether that'’s for a walk, or for a run, or whether | go to the gym, or whatever,
that kind of breaks that up a little bit but that also then helps me enter and stay in flow.’
[Interview 9]
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Entrepreneur coaches were also found to replenish their physical and cognitive resources
through the taking of regular breaks to counteract stress and strain during the workday.
Interviewees described how they crafted recovery episodes that enabled them to recover
physiologically and psychologically, shift their focus to new tasks and increase the likeli-
hood of entering and sustaining flow. A recurring theme throughout the study was that
entrepreneur coaches were found to take regular recovery breaks, both scheduled and as
needed, during the working day. This was cited as a way to increase or maintain energy
levels throughout the day depending on the work tasks performed.

‘I need a break, | can’t maintain a constant state of flow. Because | think it could be quite
exhausting. So, | take a break from flow, just you know, do something else, step away,
clear my head, do something that just doesn’t require it. It can be a really boring dull exercise
that | really don’t want to do. But actually, it's probably beneficial for me mentally to do it so
that my flow is focused on the right aspects of my business.” [Interviewee 2]

Some interviewees had a lower capacity for flow and used various energy management
and recovery strategies throughout their workday particularly in between flow episodes.
For example, those who were more likely to feel drained after flow scheduled recovery
time before and after each anticipated flow event.

‘The kind of obvious is leaving space in between meetings or sessions. | do that in my diary. As
the coach, or the facilitator, | think you have to be okay. My way of looking after my mental
health is by going for a walk every day. Sometimes | can only fit in 20 min, or the maximum
would be an hour that | do every day. And I'll do a mindful walk or just get out and see some
green space. | kind of try to look after my mental health, | try to practice mindfulness and
meditation, | think that helps me.’ [Interviewee 1]

Two types of workday recovery breaks were observed: task-switching and psychological
detachment breaks which are illustrated in Table 1. Breaks were thoughtfully crafted
around work tasks and around anticipated lower energy points throughout the day.
Coaches reported consciously switching between demanding and less demanding
tasks or between learning tasks and tasks which require social interactions. Furthermore,
work schedules were arranged to allow for regular task switching and psychological
detachment recovery breaks. When scheduling coaching sessions, for example, it was
common practice to allow recovery time between these. These recovery breaks ranged

Table 1. Workday recovery breaks.

Task switching breaks Psychological detachment breaks
- Engage in less demanding tasks (e.g., invoicing, social media management, - Mindfulness, meditation,
making notes) breathwork

- Learning and development (e.g., viewing or participating in a webinar, reading, - Exercising
listening to a podcast)
- Walking or sitting outside in nature
- Speaking/socialising with colleagues (e.g., debriefing, planning, supervision) - Bio break (food, drink, personal
needs)
- Short nap
- Household chores
- Life admin
- Watching a short video (non-work
related)
- Time with family and pets
- Prayer
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from five minutes to a few hours and were scheduled in accordance with anticipated task
demands and energy levels.

‘Regular pauses. And so, it's not only you know the hour where | go for a walk, but it's also
making sure that during the day | pause, so it's listening to my body and knowing when
it's time to actually have a short break and leave my office so not staying in my office. |
will go to another room; | will prepare a cup of tea. | will spend five minutes in the
garden. | will watch a short video, but whatever | do is leaving physically, my office going
to another room to actually give my brain a break. And that | would say | do it at least five
or six times a day.’ [Interviewee 8]

4. Discussion

This study represents the first qualitative examination of the phenomenology of flow and
recovery in entrepreneur coaches. While a few previous studies explored coaches’ flow
experiences in coaching (McBride, 2013; Wesson, 2010), they did not examine non-coach-
ing flow, nor did they focus on entrepreneur coaches whose flow experiences may be
different to those of employed coaches. Equally, there has been very little research into
the flow experiences of entrepreneurs (Ruiz-Martinez et al., 2021; Sherman et al.,, 2016).
Our investigation encompassed a range of flow experiences, including solitary, dyadic
and group flow, across the various activities of entrepreneur coaches. While previous
research has explored different types of flow, there has been little research investigating
the experiences of entrepreneurs or coaches. Additionally, we shed light on the proactive
self-regulation strategies employed by entrepreneur coaches to achieve recovery, enter
and sustain flow, and the impact on well-being and performance. This study also adds
to the recognised need for research into entrepreneurs’ well-being and recovery (Wach
et al,, 2021).

4.1. Flow’s impact on performance and well-being

Our study saw a strong relationship between flow, intrinsic motivation and performance
which had a positive impact on entrepreneurs’ well-being aligning with earlier findings
(Kauanui et al., 2014; Sherman et al., 2016). Aside from the numerous positive emotions
resulting from flow, interviewees linked flow to increased productivity and performance
leading to a sense of achievement. As has been observed in employees (Salanova et al.,
2006), a relationship between resources and flow was observed in this study suggesting
an upward spiral. The broaden-and build-theory of positive emotions (Fredrickson,
1998) posits that positive emotions can build an individual’s physical, intellectual, and
social resources. This upward spiral not only increases performance and well-being (Fre-
drickson, 2001; Laguna et al., 2017) but may also play an important role in entrepreneur-
ial sustainability due to increased engagement, enjoyment and success (Laguna &
Razmus, 2019; Tang, 2020). Participants’ descriptions of post-flow feelings of positive
emotions (such as joy, pride and satisfaction), optimal performance and achievement,
and how these feelings made them desire more flow, points to an upward spiral.
Feeling a sense of pride for instance, is thought to boost self-esteem, optimism and
motivation (see Fredrickson, 2000). Considering the increased demands on entrepre-
neurs, broaden-and build-theory shows how positive emotions can act as a buffer for
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negative emotions through the development of psychological capital (Garland et al.,
2010).

4.2. Recovery and flow

Recovery played a threefold role with respect to flow. First, our study demonstrated that
recovery was crucial to experiencing flow per se. Second, entrepreneur coaches were also
found to take proactive self-regulatory actions to craft recovery to access and sustain
flow, and finally, flow also represented recovery. Participants reported that if they were
not well-rested or recovered, they struggled to achieve flow. This supports previous
findings that the reduction of feelings of exhaustion was needed to increase the likelihood
of experiencing flow at work (Makikangas et al., 2010). An earlier qualitative study of coaches
also found that flow was more likely to be experienced when coaches were well-rested and
had sufficient energy (Wesson, 2010). Given the established link between recovery and the
ability to achieve flow, it is understandable that entrepreneur coaches in our study made
concerted efforts to devise and implement a range of recovery strategies. Participants in
our study reported both positive effects and costs of flow which they explained as being
related to the type of flow experienced (solitary, dyadic or group), the tasks, the amount
of flow (frequency and duration) and their level of recovery. One explanation might be
that entrepreneurs find some activities (an impactful coaching session for instance) to be
more intrinsically rewarding and meaningful than for example, invoicing. Our study also
found that experiencing flow could result in feelings of recovery for many interviewees.
This aligns with earlier research into flow in employees that found that experiencing flow
at work can increase vigour and decrease exhaustion (Demerouti et al., 2012).

The most important finding from the study was the extent to which entrepreneurs pur-
posefully crafted recovery actions to directly support their well-being and performance
and to increase their chances of (re-) entering flow. Being recovered at the start of the
workday was bolstered by further recovery actions purposefully scheduled during the
workday. Taking regular breaks, both scheduled and as needed, was a common recovery
strategy for entrepreneurs that increased the likelihood of entering flow. While partici-
pants in our study employed a variety of recovery strategies, psychological detachment
was found to be a highly effective and well-used recovery strategy. Psychological detach-
ment is known to be a powerful recovery strategy during and outside of the workday
(Bennett et al., 2018; Bosch et al., 2018; Sianoja et al., 2018; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015; Zijlstra
& Sonnentag, 2007). Another interesting observation was that some interviewees men-
tioned that when they had experienced flow at work, they were better able to psycholo-
gically detach from work at the end of the day. This is consistent with earlier research that
found that those who experience flow at work are more likely to experience improved
psychological detachment from work during non-work hours (Demerouti et al., 2012).

5. Limitations and future research

As this study was conducted through single, semi-structured interviews, it would be ben-
eficial to conduct a longitudinal study that follows entrepreneurs’ flow and recovery
across an extended period. This would allow for even richer insight into the experience
of flow and the impact recovery has on flow experiences, well-being and performance.



14 L. LARUE ET AL.

Participants in this study were located in Europe and were predominately solo entrepre-
neur coaches working alone and performing coaching, consulting and related activities.
As such, they managed their entrepreneurial activity alongside their main work as
coaches. It would be interesting to see if the findings of this study could be replicated
in other types of entrepreneurs. For instance, employer coaches may be subject to
different types of tasks, pressures, and responsibilities and have access to different
resources that support the engagement of flow and recovery. Our study thus highlights
the need for further research into the dispositional, situational and contextual factors that
can impact the experience of flow, recovery, performance and well-being. Overall, it is
clear that more research, particularly experimental or quasi experimental research estab-
lishing causal relationships, is needed to better understand the relationship between
entrepreneurs’ flow, recovery, well-being and performance and sustainable work.

6. Conclusions

This qualitative study aimed to understand entrepreneur coaches’ experience of flow at
work as well as its relationship to recovery and well-being. Results showed how entrepre-
neur coaches purposefully crafted recovery experiences to enter, sustain and re-enter flow
to achieve high levels of performance and well-being. The study also revealed that being
well-rested, focused and in a positive mental state were benefits of recovery that aided
the flow experience. While recovery was found to be a strong antecedent to entrepreneur
coaches’ ability to enter and sustain flow, we also found that flow itself may contribute to
recovery. The study showed that regular recovery breaks and experiencing flow are a
powerful combination for coaches’ performance and well-being. These findings provide
a basis for further empirical research to support entrepreneur coaches’ well-being, per-
formance, and entrepreneurial sustainability.
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