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This study examined the relationship between flow experience and place identity,
based on eudaimonistic identity theory (EIT) which prioritizes self-defining activities as
important for an individual’s identification of his/her goals, values, beliefs, and interests
corresponding to one’s own identity development or enhancement. This study focuses
on place identity, the identity’s features relating to a person’s relation with her/his place.
The study is also based on flow theory, according to which some salient features of an
activity experience are important for happiness and well-being. Questionnaire surveys
on Italian and Greek residents focused on their perceived flow and place identity in
relation to their own specific local place experiences. The overall findings revealed
that flow experience occurring in one’s own preferred place is widely reported as
resulting from a range of self-defining activities, irrespective of gender or age, and it
is positively and significantly associated with one’s own place identity. Such findings
provide the first quantitative evidence about the link between flow experienced during
meaningfully located self-defining activities and identity experienced at the place level,
similarly to the corresponding personal and social levels that had been previously already
empirically tested. Results are also discussed in terms of their implications for EIT’s
understanding and enrichment, especially by its generalization from the traditional,
personal identity level up to that of place identity. More generally, this study has
implications for maintaining or enhancing one’s own place identity, and therefore people–
place relations, by means of facilitating a person’s flow experience within psychologically
meaningful places.

Keywords: eudaimonistic identity theory, flow experience, place identity, eudaimonia

INTRODUCTION

Flow, the Psychology of Optimal Experience through Various
Activities
Optimal experience, or flow, within positive psychology, has received worldwide attention since
its birth (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975/2000): it depicts the psychological mental state of a person who
is immersed in an activity with energized concentration, optimal enjoyment, full involvement,
and intrinsic interests, and who is usually focused, motivated, positive, energized, and aligned
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with the task at hand (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975/2000, 1990). The
term “flow” describes optimal experiences that are among the
most enjoyable in human life (Csikszentmihalyi, 1982), and
such experience may emerge in any situation or place in which
there is an ongoing activity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1997), as
well as when there are clear goals, immediate feedback, and
good balance between skills of a person and the challenge
of the activity (Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi, 1988;
Csikszentmihalyi and LeFevre, 1989; Waterman et al., 2003).
It is therefore clear because fundamental to its very definition,
the experience of flow has an intrinsic relation with the
situation, and particularly with the interplay between personal
characteristics and the features of the contextual surround:
provided that a balance and match is realized between high
individual’s skills and high contextual challenges. Indeed, a
wide range of activities that are associated with flow refer to
distinct settings and activities, like work (Csikszentmihalyi and
LeFevre, 1989; Csikszentmihalyi and Kleiber, 1991; Demerouti,
2006; Nielsen and Cleal, 2010); education/study (Craig et al.,
2004); sports (Jackson and Marsh, 1996; Kowal and Fortier,
1999; Harmison, 2006); combat activities in military and
police (Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, 2002; Harari, 2008);
music and arts (Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi, 1988;
Csikszentmihalyi and LeFevre, 1989; Tietze, 2008); chess playing,
rock climbing, and dance (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975/2000; online
activities (Skadberg and Kimmel, 2004); digital games (Hamari
et al., 2016), and so on. Various engaging activities are reported
by a wide range of individuals: “flow is reported in essentially
the same words by men and women, by young people and old,
by teenagers from Japan, by adults from India and Thailand, by
old women from Korea, by Navajo shepherds, by farmers in Italy,
and by workers on the assembly line in Chicago (Csikszentmihalyi,
1990, p. 4)”. This informative and descriptive finding seems to
suggest that flow is broadly reported beyond gender, age, country,
or culture. The empirical evidence of gender/age difference on
flow has not yet been fully empirically tested, thus the present
work considers gender and age difference on flow experience as a
secondary aim.

Place Identity, the Subjective Experience
via Various Place Located Activities
Place identity (Proshansky, 1978; Proshansky and Fabian,
1987), as one of the prominent concepts within environmental
psychology, has received worldwide attention mainly by
environmental psychologists (e.g., Bonaiuto and Bonnes, 2000;
Bonnes and Bonaiuto, 2002; Twigger-Ross et al., 2003). It is
defined as “memories, conceptions, interpretations, ideas, and
related feelings toward specific physical environments as well
as types of settings” (Proshansky et al., 1983, p. 60), and the
“physical world socialization of the self ” (Proshansky et al., 1983,
p. 57). As a facet of self-identity comparable to personal identity,
place identity is considered as another aspect of one’s identity
describing individuals’ identification with their physical world,
and it is thus viewed as a sub-identity similar to other sub-levels
such as personal identity and social identity (Twigger-Ross
et al., 2003). It is based on the fact that the individuals’ positive

self-esteem and emerging identity can be triggered from their
physical environmental surroundings through various daily
activities, in which the individuals interact with that place. The
physical environment is established as an important factor for
place identity, and indirectly for the whole identity of a person,
since the meaningful place may provide an environmental
and situational context for daily activities, facilitate human
behavior and, as part of an individual’s range of places, could
be incorporated into one’s self-concept. In further, most of the
environmental psychology literature focusing on place identity
addressed place identity by investigating how place-located
identity influences people’s perceptions and behaviors toward
that place, and studied its related constructs as regards to
specifically located places (Giuliani and Scopelliti, 2009). For
instance, “local identity” was applied to stress its location-related
nature or in comparing to more global or abstract levels of
place identity; “neighborhood identity” and “city identity” were
used to address specifically place located identity concerning
dwelling place at various scales (i.e., neighborhood and the
city); “sense of community,” or probably the most general one
“sense of place,” and “place attachment” focused on the affective
relation of the individuals with their physical environment; and,
“place dependence” focused on a functional dependence of an
individual on specific places (Jorgensen and Stedman, 2001).

Human beings are exposed to various daily activities through
physical and environmental settings, and the role of activities
in defining the human–environment relationship has been well
addressed within the field of environmental psychology. For
instance, Lee and Shen (2013) found that involvement in leisure
activities (e.g., walking their dogs in urban parks) predicts place
loyalty; Bonaiuto et al. (2004) revealed that different sets of
activities residents routinely performed in different places (i.e.,
resident’s neighborhood, city center, and suburb) relate to the
ways people assess their neighborhood environmental quality and
their neighborhood attachment; Bonaiuto et al. (1999) indicated
that some indicators measuring the quality and quantity of
the activities that are associated with a specific place can be
related to neighborhood attachment too. Kyle and colleagues
ran a lot of studies and they argued that hiking activity predicts
an individual’s attachment to a specific place where people are
engaged in hiking (Kyle et al., 2003, 2004a,b,c). They also found
that engaging in hiking activity predicts one’s place identity (Kyle
et al., 2004a), which can thus be considered as a cognitive link
between the self-concept and the place where the activities are
carried out (Hernández et al., 2010). As places where the daily
activities are performed are not the same for each individual, each
place has different meaning and importance for each individual,
thus in the present study it was left decided for participants
to freely indicate the place of reference for their self-definition,
therefore adopting a non-specific place approach. The question
is thus if place identity is promoted by an activity per se (e.g., in
the above-mentioned case, the hiking activities), or if it is rather
promoted by specific activity’s features. A theoretically based
hypothesis would thus predict flow—experienced by people while
they are doing such activities—as a crucial factor under this
respect (Wöran and Arnberger, 2012). However, no empirical
evidence at all on the place identity–flow link has been provided
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yet, thus making the present work the first one aiming to
empirically test the relation between a located flow experience
and the corresponding place identity, on the basis of the
eudaimonistic identity theory (EIT).

Eudaimonistic Identity Theory
EIT (Waterman, 1984, 1990a, 1992, 1993a, 2004) proposes
that an individual starts to recognize elements of his/her own
true self—including goals, values, interests, talents, and abilities
(Erikson, 1968, 1980)—through participation in self-defining
activities (Waterman, 2004, 2005; Coatsworth et al., 2005, 2006;
Schwartz and Waterman, 2006; Sharp et al., 2007). EIT is
grounded in both Aristotle’s eudaimonia [Greek: εύδαιµoνία
(eudaimonía)] and Erikson’s theories of identity (Erikson, 1968).
The word “eudaimonia” has been interpreted in different ways
as “well-being” (Ross, 1949), “flourishing” (Cooper, 1999), and
“happiness” (Waterman, 1993b), and it has been used with
reference to aspects of human flourishing: i.e., an intrinsically
good state or activity essential for good life (Fraser, 2014),
seeking to use and develop the best in oneself (Huta, 2012), the
various realization of one’s potential (Irwin, 1985), the highest
human good that arises from activities achievable by human
action (Ryff and Singer, 2008), and to recognize and live in
accordance with one’s “true self ” (Norton, 1976). According to
Aristotle, eudaimonia actually requires activity, action, so that
it is not sufficient for a person to possess an unpotentiated
ability or disposition. Aristotle’s teachings on eudaimonia have
influenced psychological research regarding personal growth and
fulfillment (i.e., Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 1990; Deci and Ryan,
1985, 1987, 1991, 2002; Waterman, 1990a,b, 1992, 1993a, 2004;
Diener and Lucas, 2000; Ryff and Singer, 2006; Huta, 2012).
Whereas Erikson’s (1968) identity is regarded as goals, values,
and beliefs central to a person’s self-definition. Thus, based on
the philosophical underpinnings of eudaimonia and Erikson’s
identity, EIT focuses on self-defining activities that are likely
to influence identity, via the discovery and recognition of one’s
domain or true self and by means of flourishing through one’s
own interests, talents, and abilities. In short, EIT is identity
discovery through participation in self-defining activities.

Self-defining Activities
Self-defining activities are a category of activities that are
representative of who an individual is as a person (Coatsworth
et al., 2005). Waterman (2004) maintained that it is through the
self-defining activities exploration that an individual forms the
basis for building a coherent personal identity. Such self-defining
activities—identified by an individual as being vital to who one
is and what one is like as a person—are essential for identity
consolidation. This happens especially during adolescence and
emerging adulthood, for example, by providing a broad social
identity (Eccles and Barber, 1999) and as they suggest appropriate
behaviors and how one fits into the social milieu (Coatsworth
et al., 2005; Sharp et al., 2007). Self-defining activities provide
opportunities to explore whether a specific social identity is
comfortable and consonant with one’s true self, and to explore
whether it facilitates the necessary identity work for a true
identity integration (Barber et al., 2001). A number of studies

have provided evidence that self-defining activities may assist
adults in exploring their sense of meaningful and coherent
identity, by facilitating the necessary identity work useful for
identity integration, and in providing a unique context for
exploring interests and talents (Fredricks et al., 2002; Hansen
et al., 2003; Sharp et al., 2007). Such evidence has in many
senses supported Maslow’s (1970) statement that activities
that are important for identity development are those that
provide the impetus toward self-actualization or a full use and
exploration of talents, capacities, and potentials. Such evidence
has also expanded the sense in which self-defining activities
are associated with identity in the context of activity, and it is
further informative for understanding the features of an activity
experience in connection with flow. However, empirical evidence
on identity and flow is notably sparse, and the more specific
relation between one’s own located flow experience and her/his
own place identity cannot be traced in existing research records.

State of the Literature
Theoretical underpinnings (i.e., flow, place identity, EIT, self-
defining activities) introduced above provide the bases for
a connection between activities and flow on the one side,
and between activities and place identity on the other side.
On such bases, it is theoretically plausible and meaningful
to propose a link between experiencing flow in a place
located activity and experiencing the corresponding place
identity, that is, the psychological experience of the place
where the activities are performed. However, to our knowledge,
the empirical evidence on the association between flow
experience and place identity is absent. In fact, the experience
of the activities could induce not only flow, but also a
feeling of personal expressiveness (Waterman, 1993b), when
the activity provides an intense involvement; a feeling of
special meshing with the activity; a feeling of being alive;
complete or fulfilled; and a feeling of who one really is
(Waterman, 1990a). Such feelings have been interpreted as the
equivalent of Aristotle’s concept of eudaimonia (Waterman,
1990a,b, 1992), which calls on individuals to recognize and
to realize their true potential (Norton, 1976; Aristotle, 1985).
Moreover, the activities a person carries out are important
for her/his own identity definition or strength (Coatsworth
et al., 2005, 2006). Based on the EIT, activity experiences
such as flow and personal expressiveness are conceptually
linked (Waterman, 1993b) and their relations are already
empirically addressed via quantitative correlational studies
(Waterman et al., 2003; Coatsworth et al., 2005; Waterman,
2005; Schwartz and Waterman, 2006; Sharp et al., 2007). On
these bases, personal identity, as a sub-construct of personal
expressiveness (Waterman, 2005), and its relation with flow
already received empirical demonstration (Mao et al., 2016a).
Furthermore, a similar correlation had been proved between
one’s own perceived social identity strength and flow when
engaging in socially group activities (Mao et al., 2016b).
Thus the present contribution attempts to provide the first
quantitative evidence of such a link between a place-located flow
experience and one’s own identification with his/her own favored
place.
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RESEARCH AIMS AND HYPOTHESES

The present paper—based on the EIT in which identity discovery
is generated from self-defining activities (e.g., Waterman, 1984,
1990a, 1992, 1993a, 2004), as well as on the flow theory
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975) in which flow is experienced in various
daily activities by individuals in different walks of life—
aims to extend to the place identity level what—based on
previous investigations (Mao et al., 2016a,b)—had been already
demonstrated regarding the link among flow and an individual’s
identity at both the personal and the social level. Followed by
Sharp et al. (2007) who claimed that multi-national design is
crucial for understanding the generalization of models of identity
development, we carried out our study in two nations in Europe,
where we explored the association between an individual’s
place located flow experience and his/her own perceived place
identity related to that place. Those two samples had been
selected on a convenient basis, in terms of availability within the
existing research funding financed to one of the corresponding
authors. This had been checked with reference to four self-
defining activities that were engaged in one’s own specified place.
Specifically, four self-defining activities (i.e., Activity 1, Activity 2,
Activity 3, Activity 4) are derived—according to flow theory—
from four combinations of an individual’s perceived skills (low
vs. high) and related challenges (low vs. high). To realize this aim,
the present work was guided by the following hypotheses:

H1: It is assumed that an individual’s perceived flow or place
identity, would neither be affected by gender, nor by age,
when engaging in one’s own reported self-defining activities
from his/her own specified places where those activities are
conducted.
H2: Based on the above reasoning, it is supposed that there is
a main effect due to the different place specific self-defining
activities (i.e., Activity 1, Activity 2, Activity 3, Activity 4) on
both place located flow experience and place identity.
H3: Main Hypothesis: It is expected that participant’s
perceived flow is positively associated with his/her own
perceived place identity when engaging in place-specific self-
defining activities.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Materials
Standard and specific instruments were used to measure an
individual’s degree of flow experience and that of place identity, in
sequence for four different place-specific self-defining activities,
which are elicited by combinations of different levels of skills
(low vs. high) and challenges (low vs. high). The instruments
were delivered by means of a self-report questionnaire consisting
of three sections. The first section included two open-ended
questions for the generation of four self-defining activities
with regard to the specific place where an individual would
conduct such activities. The second section, which comprised
32 multiple-choice questions regarding flow and place identity,
was administered separately for each of the above four different

activities. The majority of the questionnaire items that were
positively worded meant to express an individual’s perceived
flow and place identity strength, while the other four negatively
worded items were coded reversely. Responses to all of the
multiple-choice questions were registered on a 5-point Likert-
type scale with answers ranging from “Not at all characteristic
of me” to “completely characteristic of me.” Finally, the third
section consisted of 10 questions concerning participant’s social-
demographic features.

Self-defining Activities Instrument
The standard version of the Personally Expressive Activities
Questionnaire (PEAQ; Waterman, 1993b; Schwartz and
Waterman, 2006) was used, which originally asked to identify
five activities of importance to the respondent, that is, that
he/she would use in describing himself/herself as who he/she
is to another person. The instructions were modified in order
for the participants to make an activity choice that pertained
to the specific place. The instructions were thus as follows:
(a) If you wanted to make it clear to another person WHO
YOU ARE and what you are like as a person BELONGING
TO A PLACE (any: geographical, occupational, recreational,
home, etc.), what activities which are important to you and in
which you regularly engage in THAT PLACE would you describe
(minimum 5 activities maximum 10 activities)? The subsequent
question required to select four activities from those 5 to 10
activities, and place them in a 2 (skills vs. challenges) × 2 (low
vs. high) table (see Figure 1) by the relative standing, in the
following order to fit the criteria for the channels: Activity 1 (low
skills low challenges—corresponding to Apathy in Experience
Fluctuation Model, EFM; Csikszentmihalyi and Massimini, 1985;
Massimini et al., 1988); Activity 2 (high skills low challenges—
corresponding to Relaxation in EFM); Activity 3 (low skills
high challenges—corresponding to Anxiety); Activity 4 (high
skills high challenges—corresponding to Flow). Specifically, the
instructions read as below: (b) From the above activities, please
choose 4 (four) activities in which you regularly engage that are
characterized by different combinations of skills (low vs. high) and
challenges (low vs. high), and write the chosen activities in each
of the following boxes. Each activity (i.e., Activity 1, Activity 2,
Activity 3, Activity 4) was then rated on the measures of flow and
place identity.

Flow Scale
An 8-item flow scale (item 1–8) that has been widely used
by Waterman and colleagues (Waterman et al., 2003, 2008;
Schwartz, 2006; Schwartz and Waterman, 2006) was applied to
the present study. The items (e.g., “I feel I have clear goals,” “I lose
track of time”) are corresponding to flow elements identified by
Csikszentmihalyi (1990). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient based on
the present sample is 0.90 for Greek participants, and 0.83 for
Italian respondents.

Place Identity Tools
Given the multifaceted nature of the place identity construct and
its several available relevant scales, multiple tools were used, then
their internal consistency of Cronbach’s alpha and interelations
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FIGURE 1 | The 2 (skills vs. challenges) by 2 (low vs. high) table for
generating four activities.

had been tested in order to identify which tool to adopt in the
subsequent analyses aiming at testing the present contribution’s
hypotheses.

Sense of Place (12 Items: Item 9–20)
The 12-item “sense of place” scale is composed of three sub-
scales: “place identity” (four items: 9–12; i.e., I feel that I can
be myself at my lake property), “place attachment” (four items:
13–16; i.e., I feel relaxed when I’m at my lake property), and
“place dependence” (four items: 17–20; i.e., My lake property
is the best place for doing the things that I enjoy most). The
scale was developed by Jorgensen and Stedman (2001) based
on previous existing research (Williams and Roggenbuck, 1989;
Stedman, 1997). It is adapted in the current study by replacing
“lake property” with “this place,” so that in the present work
the items pertained to the perception of each individual’s own
specifically reported places (e.g., “I feel relaxed when I am at this
place,” “I feel that I can really be myself at this place”). Cronbach’s
alpha for each subscale was 0.76, 0.84, and 0.74, respectively
(Jorgensen and Stedman, 2001), while for the present sample, it
is respectively 0.56 (or 0.84 if item 10 is deleted), 0.87, and 0.58
for Greek participants, and 0.71 (or 0.85 if item 10 is deleted),
0.86, and 0.74 for Italian participants.

Neighborhood Attachment (Four Items: 21–24)
The Fornara et al.’s (2010) 4-item neighborhood attachment scale
was modified, so that items pertained to the participants’ sense
of attachment to their own specific place (e.g., “it would be very
hard to leave from this place,” “I do not feel integrated in this
place”). Participants responded to four items designed to assess
their feelings, bonds, thoughts, and behavioral intentions with
reference to their social–physical environment. Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient was reported as 0.82 (Fornara et al., 2010) in a previous
study, however, in the present work, the internal consistency is

respectively 0.61 (or 0.79 if item 24 deleted) and 0.71 (or 0.86 if
item 24 deleted) for the Greek and Italian sample.

Local Identity (Single Item 25)
Adapted from Bonaiuto et al.’s (1996) research on local identity,
the question: “Do you feel proud of living in this town (7-point
scale: ‘not at all’ to ‘very much’)” was modified into a statement
“I feel proud of living in this place,” so that it pertained to the
current work referring different people’s specified favored place.
Responses were registered on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging
from “not at all characteristic of me” to “completely characteristic
of me.”

Sense of Community (Seven items: 26–32)
The selected 7-item “sense of community” scale was developed
by Prezza et al. (2001). Following the research on Prezza et al.’s
(1999) Italian Scale of Sense of Community (which is translated
and modified from Sense of Community Scale by Davidson and
Cotter, 1986)—was modified in order to fit the current research
context. The Italian Scale of Sense of Community includes 18
items (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82); however, in the current study
only seven of these items were adapted (e.g., “I feel safe in this
place,” “When I travel, I’m proud to tell others this place”). The
internal consistency reliability estimate for scores is 0.90 for the
Greek sample, and 0.92 for the Italian sample.

Statistical evidence based on the present Greek and Italian
sampling data, shows that within the “sense of place” scale, its
sub-scale of “place identity” (three items: 9—Everything about
this place is a reflection of me, 11—I feel that I can really be
myself at this place, 12—This place reflects the type of person
I am) correlated well with some other sub-scales like “place
attachment” (rGr = 0.82; rIt = 0.72), and “place dependence”
(rGr = 0.40; rIt = 0.58). Furthermore this “place identity” sub-
scale also correlated with the other literature derived scales such
as “neighborhood attachment” (rGr = 0.56; rIt = 0.57), “local
identity” (rGr = 0.47; rIt = 0.65), and “sense of community”
(rGr = 0.56; rIt = 0.67). Most importantly, the “place identity”
scale is more in line with the place identity construct to which
the present research aims. Consistently with the previous two
studies which tested the link of personal and social identity
to flow experiences (Mao et al., 2016a,b), the selected 3-item
“place identity” sub-scale among the “sense of place” measures,
therefore, is chosen for the further analyses testing the main
hypothesis about the flow–place identity association.

Methods
Participants
A total of 287 convenient sample—134 local residents from
Thessaloniki (the second largest city in Greece) and 153 residents
from Rome (the capital city of Italy)—participated in present
study. Participant’s socio-demographic features were reported
in Table 1. Informed consent was obtained from each subject
after the explanation of the study, which was approved by the
local institutional ethical committee (Institutional Review Board
of Sapienza University of Rome and Alexander Technological
Educational Institute of Thessaloniki).
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TABLE 1 | Socio-demographic features of the sample.

Country N Gender Age Educational degree Region

Male (%) Mage (age
range)

SD High
school (%)

Bachelor
(%)

Master
(%)

Ph.D. (%) Urban (%) Sub-urban
(%)

Gr 134 50.7 28.5 (18–58) 9 38.8 25.4 17.9 17.9 74.6 25.4

It 153 51.6 31 (19–59) 9 34.6 22.9 36.6 5.9 72.5 27.5

Procedures
Firstly, the original English-language questionnaire was
submitted to the standard translation and back-translation
procedure (Brislin, 1970)—i.e., it was translated from English
into Greek and Italian—and subsequently the Greek and
Italian version questionnaires were respectively translated back
into English. Then the comparison among the original and
the new English translation was made, and a few necessary
modifications were conducted; finally, the synthesized version
was launched online and piloted for about 10 subjects. The
Greek questionnaire was administered via Qualtrics Survey
Software, while the survey link of the Italian questionnaire
was created in the Google Docs environment. These two
hyperlinks were sent to the potential respondents via
Email, Facebook, and Skype by the research group. Data
collection started once each participant’s informed consent
was provided: data gathering happened from March to June
2014. Statistical analyses were performed via SPSS Statistics
20.0.

Data Analytic Strategies
Preliminary Analysis
To understand if gender or age, as independent factors, could
affect an individual’s subjective experience of flow and his/her
perceived place identity strength, an Independent Sample T-Test
was applied to test gender differences on flow and place identity,
while Univariate Analyses of Variance were conducted to test age
differences separately on both flow and place identity.

Manipulation Check on Flow
In accordance with the 2 by 2 research design in which four
different self-defining activity types were generated on the basis of
the different combinations of skills (low vs. high) and challenges
(low vs. high), a main effect of activity type (four differentially
self-defining activity types) on the individual’s perceived flow is
anticipated. Specifically, flow experience was compared across
different activity types (i.e., Activity 1, Activity 2, Activity 3,
Activity 4) with four-level (four activity types) one-way repeated
measures of analysis of variance (ANOVA). When the main effect
was significant (p < 0.05), the post hoc pairwise comparison via
Bonferroni approach would be applied to test the varying trend
of flow across these four different levels of the activity.

Pearson Correlations between Flow and Place
Identity
To test the main hypothesis, for each activity (Activity 1—Apathy;
Activity 2—Relaxation; Activity 3—Anxiety; Activity 4—Flow)
the associations among flow and place identity were assessed

by calculating their Bravais–Pearson Correlation Coefficients with
a two-tailed test of significance using the method of bivariate
correlation. Afterward, the same method was applied to test the
overall correlation between both constructs across all activity
types based on the individual level.

RESULTS

Preliminary Results1

Gender Effect on Flow and Place Identity
Table 2 presents mean values and standard deviations that were
disaggregated by gender: results yielded from the Independent
Sample T-Test for gender difference indicated no significant
difference on flow (all ps > 0.05), yet no significant difference on
place identity (all ps> 0.05). Thus gender was neither related with
flow nor with place identity, as hypothesized in H1.

Age Effect on Flow and Place Identity
Table 3 shows mean values and standard deviation disaggregated
by age classes. Univariate Analyses of Variance with age as
independent variable did not show any significant effects (all
ps> 0.05) on flow or place identity concerning the Greek sample
(recoded as follows: 18–29; 30–39; 40–49; 50–58), nor concerning
the Italian sample (i.e., 19–29; 30–39; 40–49, 50–59). Thus, again
in line with H1, even age was unrelated to flow and place identity,
as hypothesized.

Results for Manipulation Check on Flow
Table 4 presents the effect of activity type (four types: Activity
1, Activity 2, Activity 3, Activity 4) on the participant’s
perceived flow experience: one-way repeated ANOVA, with
activity as the design factor, revealed significant difference on
flow for both of the Greek participants [F(3,134) = 41.30,
p < 0.001], and the Italian respondents [F(3,153) = 13.91,
p < 0.001]. Specifically, for both sample, the mean value for
flow experience on each activity indicated a growing trend
from Activity 1 to Activity 4. The mean value for flow within
both samples manifested that flow experience is best achieved
when both skills and challenges are at the peak level, i.e.,
when engaging in Activity 4. Importantly, “high challenge-
high skill” activity (Activity 4) was associated with greater
reported level of flow than “high challenge-low skill” activity
(Activity 3).

1Only in the premise that there were not statistically significant differences
observed in the preliminary analyses, were gender, and age then combined for
subsequent manipulation check and correlational tests.
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TABLE 2 | Gender differences in flow and place identity.

Sample by
country

Males Females t p Effect size d

Flow Greek 3.32 (0.62) 3.45 (0.65) −1.16 0.25 (n.s.) 0.001

Italian 3.56 (0.46) 3.75 (0.56) −2.32 0.08 (n.s.) 0.035

Place identity Greek 3.46 (0.71) 3.50 (0.75) −3.78 0.71 (n.s.) 0.001

Italian 3.37 (0.68) 3.61 (0.85) −2.04 0.10 (n.s.) 0.027

TABLE 3 | Age differences on flow and place identity regarding the two different samples.

Dependent
variable

Sample by
country

18–29 30–39 40–49 50–59 F p Partial eta
squared (η2

p)

Flow Greek 3.42 (0.68) 3.26 (0.52) 3.38 (0.48) 3.50 (0.67) 0.57 0.63 0.013

Italian 3.61 (0.55) 3.80 (0.41) 3.49 (0.53) 3.60 (0.61) 1.89 0.14 0.037

Place identity Greek 3.51 (0.75) 3.30 (0.66) 3.68 (0.73) 3.75 (0.94) 1.08 0.36 0.024

Italian 3.41 (0.77) 3.71 (0.76) 3.36 (0.83) 3.47 (0.74) 1.58 0.20 0.031

TABLE 4 | The descriptive statistics of scores on flow scale.

Activity type N Mean Standard
deviation

Standard
error

Minimum Maximum F p

Greek
sample

1.00 134 2.81 1.07 0.09 1.00 5.00 41.30 0.000

2.00 134 3.23 0.86 0.07 1.25 5.00

3.00 134 3.50 0.70 0.06 1.13 5.00

4.00 134 3.98 0.88 0.08 1.25 5.00

Total 536 3.38 0.98 0.04 1.00 5.00

Italian
sample

1.00 153 3.39 0.70 0.06 1.13 1.13 13.91 0.000

2.00 153 3.63 0.77 0.06 1.00 1.00

3.00 153 3.65 0.72 0.06 1.00 1.00

4.00 153 3.93 0.76 0.06 1.63 1.63

Total 612 3.65 0.76 0.03 1.00 1.00

Post hoc analyses using the Bonferroni criterion for
significance (see Table 5) manifested that the pairwise
differences on flow among activities for the Greek sample
were: Flow1 < Flow2 (p < 0.001), Flow1 < Flow3 (p < 0.001),
Flow1 < Flow4 (p < 0.001), Flow2 < Flow3 (p < 0.005),
Flow2 < Flow4 (p < 0.001), Flow3 < Flow4 (p < 0.001).
For the Italian sample, the similar trend of differences
was obtained: Flow1 < Flow2 (p < 0.005), Flow1 < Flow3
(p < 0.005), Flow1 < Flow4 (p < 0.001), Flow2 < Flow3
(p = 0.749), Flow2 < Flow4 (p < 0.001), Flow3 < Flow4
(p = 0.001). The varying trend of the flow experience across
the four activities from the two samples followed this pattern:
Flow> Anxiety> Relaxation> Apathy.

On the whole, these results support the case that the
four activity types are relatively different in terms of the
perceived degrees of flow. On the basis of the previous study
by Waterman et al. (2003), it is not difficult to understand
that the varying degree of flow is related correspondingly
to varying degrees of both skills and challenges. Moreover,
the manipulation check has proved that the instruments for
flow are an effective measure to distinguish four different
activity types by relative standing based on combinations
of different levels of skills by challenges. And such a

manipulation check has proved that the activity type indeed
has different characters (i.e., Apathy, Relaxation, Anxiety,
Flow).

Pearson Correlations between Flow and Place
Identity
Table 6 presents the correlation coefficients between flow and
place identity, both on the activity level (Activity 1 to Activity
4) and on the individual level (considering all activity types
together). Detailed findings are reported via each activity type.
In the Apathy—the low skills and low challenges combination—
the correlations between the individual’s flow experiences
and place identity were significant and positive as expected,
specifically, concerning the Greek sample (r = 0.80, p < 0.001)
and for the Italian sample (r = 0.62, p < 0.001). In the
Relaxation—the high skills and low challenges combination—
the correlations between the individual’s flow experience and
place identity were significant and positive; specifically, for
the Greek sample (r = 0.69, p < 0.001), and for the Italian
sample (r = 0.56, p < 0.001). In the Anxiety—the low skills
and high challenges combination—the correlations between the
individual’s flow experiences and place identity were significant
and positive, also, r = 0.49, p < 0.001 for the Greek
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TABLE 5 | Multiple comparisons of flow among four activity types.

Dependent
variable

(I)
Activities

(J)
Activities

Mean
difference (I–J)

Standard
error

p

Greek
(N = 134)

1
(Apathy)

2 −0.42∗ 0.11 0.000

3 −0.69∗ 0.11 0.000

4 −1.17∗ 0.11 0.000

2
(Relaxation)

1 0.42∗ 0.11 0.000

3 −0.27∗ 0.11 0.014

4 −0.75∗ 0.11 0.000

3
(Anxiety)

1 0.69∗ 0.11 0.000

2 0.27∗ 0.11 0.014

4 −0.49∗ 0.11 0.000

4 (Flow) 1 1.179∗ 0.11 0.000

2 0.75∗ 0.11 0.000

3 0.49∗ 0.11 0.000

Italian
(N = 153)

1
(Apathy)

2 −0.23∗ 0.08 0.006

3 −0.26∗ 0.08 0.002

4 −0.54∗ 0.08 0.000

2
(Relaxation)

1 0.23∗ 0.08 0.006

3 −0.03 0.08 0.749

4 −0.31∗ 0.08 0.000

3
(Anxiety)

1 0.26∗ 0.08 0.002

2 0.03 0.08 0.749

4 −0.28∗ 0.08 0.001

4 (Flow) 1 0.54∗ 0.08 0.000

2 0.31∗ 0.08 0.000

3 0.28∗ 0.08 0.001

∗The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 levels 1, 2, 3, and 4 are Apathy,
Relaxation, Anxiety, and Flow, respectively.

TABLE 6 | Correlations between flow and place identity on both of the
activity level and individual level.

Correlation Greek sample
(N = 134)

Italian sample
(N = 153)

Activity 1
(Apathy)

Flow 0.80∗∗ 0.62∗∗

Place identity

Activity 2
(Relaxation)

Flow 0.69∗∗ 0.56∗∗

Place identity

Activity 3
(Anxiety)

Flow 0.49∗∗ 0.44∗∗

Place identity

Activity 4
(Flow)

Flow 0.65∗∗ 0.50∗∗

Place identity

Across
activities

Flow 0.61∗∗ 0.55∗∗

Place identity

∗∗Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).

sample, and r = 0.44, p < 0.001 for the Italian sample. In
the Flow—the high skills and high challenges combination—
the correlation of the individual’s flow experiences to place
identity were significant and positive for the Greek sample
(r = 0.65, p < 0.001), and for the Italian sample (r = 0.50,
p< 0.001).

Due to the fact that flow is the subjective experience based on
the individual’s personal perception, and perceived place identity

per se is a personal level variable, an additional correlation on the
individual level was calculated and indicated in Table 3. Similar to
the previous four correlational situations, the correlation between
perceived flow and perceived place identity was significant
(p < 0.001). Specifically, the correlation in the Greek sample was
0.61, while for the Italian sample was 0.55.

DISCUSSION

The present work draws upon research in EIT, flow theory,
and place identity theory, to organize a unifying framework for
how the individuals’ optimal experience is likely to be associated
with place identity (their identification of who they personally
are in terms of their belongingness to a place they prefer), by
means of engaging in self-defining activities. Among all of those
place-located self-defining activities reported on the basis of
four different combinations of skills (low vs. high) by challenges
(low vs. high), and via two different samples, some work,
or study related place self-defining activities were listed (i.e.,
programming in office at university campus, reading or writing
at the corner of a coffee bar). There are some other types of
place-located activities too: for instance, to regularly participate
a choir in a nearby church, weekend dinner with family and
friends at seaside restaurants, playing football at Olympic Sports
Playground in Thessaloniki, attending opera performance at
Teatro dell’Opera di Roma, watching the World Cup at the
city center and drinking beers with friends, attending charity
symphony to perform/donate for Syrian refuge at Aristotle
University, and so on and so forth. Those activities performed in
various places helped define an individual’s identity in relation
to the physical environment by means of a complex conscious
or unconscious feelings, beliefs, ideas, interests, goals, values,
and skills relevant to the environment (Proshansky, 1978),
while indicated that places in which all of these activities
performed, helped adding environmental meanings to one’s
self-identity via his/her preferably selected places as who they are
(Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981).

To our knowledge, this is the first study to connect the flow
construct from positive psychology, with place identity from
environmental psychology. Results obtained from the present
study enhance the existing literature, by suggesting that being
involved in place-located activities that bring people to flow is
related to their personal growth in a specific place. The relation
of the activity experience (like flow) with respect to the sense of
identity, the gist of EIT, has been usually focused on the personal
identity level (Waterman, 1990a, 1992, 1993a; Waterman et al.,
2003; Schwartz, 2006; Schwartz and Waterman, 2006; Mao et al.,
2016a), and sparsely on the social identity level (Mao et al.,
2016b). However, the present contribution has extended this to
the place level: the findings support our main hypothesis and are
in line with the previous limited studies.

First, results from the preliminary analyses indicate that the
effects of either gender or age have no impact on the individual’s
subjective experience of flow. Such results confirm the previous
descriptive findings from various countries and cultures by
Csikszentmihalyi (1990), who suggested that flow experience
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is universal and cuts across gender and age (Csikszentmihalyi,
1975/2000). It has also reaffirmed some other empirical research
findings that are generated from small college student samples,
according to which gender did not play role in the subjective
experience of flow (Russell, 2001; Martin and Cutler, 2002; Delle
Fave and Massimini, 2005). Moreover, the individual’s subjective
identity experience (perceived place identity strength induced
from self-defining activities) was consistently found irrespective
of age or gender. Such a finding has enriched the EIT (Waterman,
1990a,b, 1992, 1993a, 2005, 2007; Waterman et al., 2008), by
expanding the activity–personal identity relationship to the place
identity level.

Secondly, as regards to the manipulation check on flow,
the combinations of skills by challenges created four different
activity types (Activity 1, Activity 2, Activity 3, Activity 4)
corresponding to EFM (Apathy, Relaxation, Anxiety, Flow):
they resulted in significantly different levels of reported flow
among four different activity types (p < 0.001). Specifically,
the subjective flow experience observed both from the Greek
and Italian sample, confirmed the hypotheses and it had been
increasingly produced moving from Activity 1 (Apathy) to
Activity 2 (Relaxation), to Activity 3 (Anxiety), up to Activity
4 (Flow): it theoretically confirmed that flow, involving both
skills and challenges, is best achieved when skills and challenges
are balanced and are above average level (Csikszentmihalyi and
Csikszentmihalyi, 1988; Csikszentmihalyi and LeFevre, 1989;
Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). In this sense, flow experience can be
considered to be associated with eudaimonia, as flow is conceived
to be inherently growth-producing by making use of one’s skills
and abilities, while also leading to their progressive development
(Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, 2009; Waterman, 2007).
This manipulation check lent credence to both the activity
classification system as well as the convergence of these categories
with reported experiences of individual’s flow, which was assessed
by means of the flow measure characterized by some key
components of flow proposed by Csikszentmihalyi (1975, 1990).
The self-defining activities which participants freely listed, and
selected to place in the 2 by 2 table, being characterized by the
combinations of different levels of skills and challenges, are more
or less associated with flow experience, and are most prominent
in Activity 4. This is in keeping with the foundations of the flow
literature (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 1990; Csikszentmihalyi and
Csikszentmihalyi, 1988); furthermore, as increasingly challenging
activities are enjoyed, the individual is more likely to develop
an identity that is experienced with increased complexity and
control (Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981) when in
the state of flow.

With regard to the main hypothesis on flow–place identity
relationship, the significant and positive correlations revealed
from Bravais–Pearson bivariate correlation between flow and
place identity have been confirmed within two different
samples from two different countries. Such a finding is found
to hold across four different activity types and it strongly
supports that flow, as an optimal experience, holds across
lines of countries, age, gender, and activity types (Nakamura
and Csikszentmihalyi, 2002; Mao et al., 2016a). Thus, place-
located activities producing increased perceptions of flow are

associated with increased reports of place-specified identity.
Statistically speaking, comparing the data gathered from these
two countries, the highest correlation between place-located
flow and place identity is found in Greece; this result has
supported previous findings conducted in the same city of
Thessaloniki: notwithstanding the highest financial crisis in
Greece, its residents’ health status, work-life balance, and
personal security are above average (OECD, 2015), and they
still conceive their city as an ideal place as it meets the
standards of living, provides good quality of life, offers varieties
of choices in terms of entertainment and leisure activities,
and, more importantly, they did not wish to leave their city
(Dimitrakopoulou et al., 2013). This confirmation of the primary
hypothesis provides support for extending the implications of
EIT (Waterman, 1990a, 1992, 1993a, 2004, 2005) into the social
domain at the residential or other environmental settings where
people engage in flow activities for enjoyment. In this regard,
flow experience can be conceived as eudaimonic, since it can
be intrinsically enjoyable (Waterman, 1993a; Seligman, 2002),
and due to its role in increasing intrinsic motivation, where
subjective experiences of flow are thought to organize and
activate thoughts and behaviors that contribute to the affirmation
and construction of self-definitions. The relationship between
one’s own place-located flow and the enhanced bonds with
one’s own place shows that individuals’ positive self-esteem and
emerging identity can be coupled with a place and its related
functions, and the identifications with a place can be seen as
similar to social identification with a group, according to identity
principles and coping strategies (Bonaiuto et al., 1996; Dixon and
Durrheim, 2000). Moreover, such correlations may support that
the physical properties of places impose behavioral requirements
(e.g., conducting enjoyment activities) on the individual that may
in turn have important effects on the formation or development
of place identity (Proshansky, 1978; Proshansky et al., 1983;
Proshansky and Fabian, 1987). This is in accordance with
previous literature on place identity purporting that it is induced
from specific activities (e.g., leisure activities; Kyle et al., 2004a).
Also, such correlations have implications for developing the
constructs of place identity and place attachment (Bonnes et al.,
2003; Giuliani, 2003), thus situating this work on the flow–place
identity link with prior positive psychology work in contributing
to the environmental psychology.

Finally, this study has limitations that warrant notice. First,
the samples, expanded from the previous limited range of ages
(Mao et al., 2016a), span differing demographic backgrounds,
representative of distinct cities from two countries, as made up
of a wide range of occupations. These features may provide
regional confounds while also limiting the representativeness of
the findings. Second, given the correlational nature of the present
study design, it remains difficult to locate the causal inference,
i.e., does a person’s perceived place identity strength facilitates the
embedded flow experience, or is it the case that experiencing flow
in an urban/suburban setting, results in stronger place identity
strength? The possibility remains in the former case (Mao et al.,
2016a,b) that those self-defining activities in which participants
have developed a sense of place identity may provide the proper
context for flow experiences. Well-developed relationships with
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others, for instance, may provide “safe harbors” for flow
experience (Delle Fave et al., 2011). These interpretations are not
mutually exclusive, however, and the potential also remains for
place-located, multidirectional influences such that place identity
both fosters and develops through flow experiences. At present,
current literature lacks experimental studies that might assert
directionality of the observed effects.

Hence, future research may profitably explore the causal
relationships between flow and place identity. Place-located
flow and place identity interrelation as a potential mutually
supportive link may contribute to the extension of the EIT
beyond the personal level. As findings revealed in this study,
flow experience may not only produce individual complexity,
but also contribute to cultural complexity. Thus, flow may
provide a pathway for the development of both individuation
and integration in a manner that fosters place bonds in a
positive way by contributing to a balance of healthy individual
agency and development in combination with well-being in
the physical environment. Continued investigations also allow
for pinning down the associations between place-located flow
and place identity at specific levels, i.e., place attachment,
residential satisfaction, place loyalty (i.e., when dealing with
leisure and touristic activities), or at a more social level, i.e.,
ethnicity and religion, nationality, political affiliation, vocations
and avocations, stigmatized identities, relationships, as well as
engagement within larger and non-exclusive community ties
and cultural groups or with nature in general and thus with
natural places and areas. When engaging in an activity that
requires personal skills, and yet in which the experience is
challenging, individuals may seek the opportunity to develop
both themselves and the links with the larger environment
to which they belong. In conclusion, the findings reported
here demonstrate that when flow is experienced within a place
via self-defining activities, the sense of identity at the place

level is also experienced and is seen significantly stronger in
comparison to those cases in which activities are less conducive
to flow.
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