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Abstract 
Athletes and coaches increasingly recognize that peak performance depends not only on physical skill but also on 
mental states such as agency (a sense of control over one’s actions) and flow (the immersive “in the zone” state of 
optimal experience). This paper explores how agency and flow can be trained through a multidisciplinary approach. 
We review psychological research on flow theory and self-agency, evidence from neuroplasticity and epigenetics 
demonstrating the brain and body’s capacity to adapt to mental training, and insights from the I Ching and Zen 
practice that parallel modern findings. Drawing on works like Peak Performance: Zen and the Sporting Zone and 
Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience, we outline a theoretical framework connecting Eastern wisdom and 
Western science. We then propose practical training protocols – including mindfulness meditation, breathing 
exercises, autonomy-supportive coaching, and challenge-skill balancing – to cultivate an athlete’s sense of agency 
and ability to enter flow states. The discussion highlights how these interdisciplinary concepts intersect to mutually 
reinforce each other: empowering athletes to take ownership of their performance, achieve wu wei (effortless action), 
and reach consistent optimal experiences. We conclude that training programs integrating mind, body, and spirit can 
systematically develop the agency and flow needed for peak athletic performance. 

Introduction 
In the pursuit of athletic excellence, performers often speak of being “in the zone,” a colloquial term for the highly 
focused and enjoyable state that psychologists call flow. In a flow state, athletes perform at their best with a sense of 
effortless concentration and total absorption in the task. Time may appear to slow down or speed up, and 
self-consciousness fades. Equally important for peak performance is the athlete’s sense of agency – the feeling of 
volition and control in directing one’s actions and influencing outcomes. A strong sense of agency enables athletes 
to approach competition with confidence and purpose, rather than as passive participants. Both flow and agency are 
associated with superior performances and consistent improvement: being in flow is linked to increased productivity, 
learning, and even joy in the activity, while a high sense of personal agency correlates with greater self-efficacy and 
lower performance anxiety. 

Crucially, agency and flow are not fixed traits that one either has or lacks – they are mental capacities that can 
be trained and developed. Athletes and coaches are increasingly interested in how to systematically cultivate these 
ideal states of mind as part of training regimens. Contemporary psychology provides frameworks for understanding 
flow experiences and motivation, while modern neuroscience and epigenetics offer evidence that mental training can 
induce lasting biological changes to support these states. At the same time, ancient wisdom traditions have long 
explored how to train the mind for optimal experience: for example, the Zen concept of mushin (no-mind) and 
teachings from the I Ching (Book of Changes) anticipate many principles of today’s performance psychology. This 
paper aims to bridge these perspectives and present a comprehensive, science-backed discussion on training 
agency and flow. We will first review relevant literature on flow, agency, neuroplasticity, epigenetics, and Eastern 
philosophy. Next, we propose a unifying theoretical framework showing how these elements intersect. Finally, we 
outline applied methods and training protocols that coaches and athletes can use to develop a greater sense of 
agency and more frequent access to flow states. Through this interdisciplinary approach, we emphasize that 
empowering the athlete’s mind and spirit is as essential as training the body for achieving peak performance. 



Literature Review 

Agency in Athletic Performance 

Psychologists define agency as the sense that we are in control of our own actions and the outcomes they produce. 
In the athletic context, agency manifests as an athlete’s belief that through their choices, effort, and focus, they can 
influence their performance and future direction. This sense of personal control is integral to confidence: when 
athletes feel they are active agents in their training (rather than passive recipients of coaching), they develop greater 
self-efficacy and ownership of results. Instilling agency has been shown to reduce performance anxiety, because 
athletes who trust in their capability to handle challenges are less prone to fear failure. In other words, agency 
empowers resilience. For example, in a review of athlete preparation, Gamble (2019) notes that emphasizing an 
athlete’s active role in practice – highlighting that their engagement and choices directly shape outcomes – builds a 
link between agency, a sense of control, and perceived capability. This link is significant because “perceived lack of 
self-efficacy… is the source of much of our anxiety,” so promoting agency and self-efficacy helps combat anxiety in 
sport. 

Agency is also tied to accountability and growth. Athletes with a strong sense of agency recognize the connection 
between their actions and results, taking responsibility for both successes and mistakes. Rather than attributing 
outcomes solely to external factors (luck, referees, etc.), they see how their preparation and decisions contributed – 
which is crucial for learning and improvement. In sum, literature suggests that an autonomy-supportive environment 
that gives athletes some decision-making power and emphasizes their role in the process nurtures agency. This 
can include allowing athletes to set personal goals, make certain training choices, and reflect on their performance. 
Such practices not only enhance motivation but “promote a feeling of control over the present situation” and over 
long-term outcomes. As we will discuss, building this sense of agency lays a mental foundation that can facilitate the 
attainment of flow states. 

Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience 

Originally defined by Mihály Csíkszentmihályi, flow is the “state in which people are so involved in an activity that 
nothing else seems to matter”. In sports, flow is experienced as being in the zone – a state of intense focus and peak 
absorption where performance feels both effortless and highly effective. In his seminal work Flow: The Psychology of 
Optimal Experience, Csíkszentmihályi identified common characteristics of flow across many domains. During flow, 
attention is completely focused on the task at hand; athletes report a merging of action and awareness such that 
their movements feel automatic and fluid rather than forced. There is often a loss of self-consciousness, meaning 
the performer is not preoccupied by self-doubt or external concerns – their entire consciousness is absorbed by the 
activity. A distorted sense of time is another hallmark: minutes can stretch out or hours can fly by without the athlete 
noticing, due to the deep immersion. Perhaps most importantly, the experience is intrinsically rewarding (autotelic); 
the athlete participates for the sheer enjoyment and fulfillment of the activity itself, not for external rewards. These 
qualities make flow a coveted state, as it tends to coincide with heightened performance and creativity. Research 
shows that when athletes enter flow, they often achieve personal bests and feel a tremendous sense of satisfaction 
from the experience. 

Conditions for flow: Studies have identified key conditions that make entering flow more likely. A primary condition 
is the balance between challenge and skill. Flow occurs when an athlete faces a challenge that is difficult and 
engaging but within their capacity to master, given their skill level. If the challenge is far too high relative to one’s 
skills, the athlete will feel anxious or overwhelmed; if the challenge is too low (the activity is too easy), the athlete 
will become bored or apathetic. The sweet spot is a balanced, high challenge that fully uses one’s skills, pushing the 
athlete to stretch their abilities without inducing panic. In this zone, the athlete has a sense that the task is doable if 
they apply themselves, which encourages total involvement. Other facilitative conditions include having clear goals 
and immediate feedback. Knowing exactly what one is trying to achieve at any moment (e.g. a clear performance 
objective or focus cue) and receiving instant feedback (from the activity itself or a coach) helps keep attention 
anchored in the present activity and lets the athlete adjust in real-time. This clarity and feedback loop reinforce the 



feeling that one’s actions matter and are effective – a feeling that “what one does matters” is part of the absorption of 
flow. Finally, deep concentration is both a characteristic and a precondition of flow. Typically, flow is preceded by the 
athlete deliberately focusing their mind and filtering out distractions; when concentration reaches a critical intensity, it 
catalyzes the immersive flow state. 

Illustration of the classic challenge–skill model of flow. When an athlete’s skill level is high and the task challenge is 
high, they can enter the Flow channel. If challenge overwhelms skill, Anxiety results; if skill exceeds challenge, the 
athlete may feel Relaxation or Boredom. The optimal training approach is to continuously adjust challenges as skills 
improve, keeping the athlete in the high-challenge, high-skill zone of flow. 

Empirical studies with athletes support these theoretical elements. For instance, elite performers describe being in 
flow as a balance of excitement and calm, with a relaxed yet razor-sharp focus where execution feels almost 
automatic. Interviews and surveys by sport psychologists have consistently found the same core “essential elements 
of the zone” (flow) in athletes: a perceived challenge-skill balance, complete absorption in the activity, clear goals, 
merging of action and awareness, total concentration, loss of ego-self, a sense of control without actively trying to 
control, altered time perception, and effortless performance. Notably, athletes in flow report experiencing a 
paradoxical sense of control – they are not consciously controlling every movement, yet they feel in control of their 
actions and not worried about failure. This aligns with Csíkszentmihályi’s observation that flow involves a sense of 
confidence and mastery in the moment, free from fear of losing control. The outcome of being in such a state is often 
peak performance. Studies and anecdotal accounts indicate that achieving flow confers a “remarkable advantage” to 
athletes, improving their execution and even boosting their confidence afterwards. One review found that athletes 
who attained flow not only suppressed negative thoughts during performance but also had higher self-esteem 
post-performance. In other words, flow is both a result of optimal conditions and a driver of positive psychological 
outcomes for athletes. 

Connecting Agency and Flow 

While agency and flow are distinct concepts, they are deeply interrelated and mutually supportive in the context of 
athletic training. Sense of control (agency) is actually embedded within the flow experience – it appears as the 
flow dimension often labeled “sense of control” or being unconcerned with loss of control. Athletes who frequently 
experience flow tend to feel a heightened confidence in their abilities and control over performance, as flow 
reinforces their belief that they can meet difficult challenges. This was seen in Carstedt’s (2003) findings that athletes 
in the zone had increased confidence and could block out negative thoughts. Conversely, possessing a strong 
baseline sense of agency can make entering flow more likely. Because an agentic athlete believes in their capability 
to influence outcomes, they are more likely to perceive tough challenges as manageable rather than insurmountable 
– a key for the challenge/skill balance that enables flow. If an athlete lacks agency and doubts their skills (low 
self-efficacy), a difficult task will induce anxiety instead of flow, as they do not believe they can handle it. Thus, 
training that builds agency (e.g. confidence, choice, responsibility) may indirectly set the stage for flow by reducing 
debilitating anxiety and increasing the athlete’s willingness to fully engage challenges. Indeed, sports psychologists 
note that athletes with an internal locus of control and growth mindset embrace challenging situations as 
opportunities, staying absorbed in the process (a precursor to flow) rather than worrying about failure. 

At the same time, the relationship involves a balance: in the moment of flow, explicit self-agency tends to fade as the 
athlete stops consciously “trying” to control every action. This is sometimes described as ego dissolution or 
effortless action, where the doer and the doing become one. The Japanese Zen tradition provides a useful 
perspective on this paradox. In Zen arts and swordsmanship, it is taught that one must cultivate great skill and 
intention (agency in preparation), but in the moment of action one must release conscious control and trust the 
body-mind to act seamlessly. The 17th-century Zen master Takuan Sōhō wrote, “The mind must always be in the 
state of flow, for when it stops anywhere that means the flow is interrupted… When the swordsman faces an 
opponent, he is not to think of himself, his opponent, or of his enemy’s sword movements. He just stands with his 
sword, forgetful of all technique, ready only to follow the dictates of the subconscious… When he strikes, it is not the 
man but the sword in the hand of the man’s subconscious that strikes.”. This vivid description of mushin (no-mind) in 
martial arts perfectly captures the flow state: the expert swordsman has honed his skills through active effort 



(agency), but in the critical moment he lets go of deliberation. There is no interference from the ego or analytical 
thinking, yet he acts with supreme effectiveness, as if on autopilot guided by training and intuition. In modern terms, 
one might say that flow is where trained ability (via agency) meets complete presence of mind. An athlete first 
exercises agency to practice skills and mentally prepare, then surrenders the ego control during performance to 
allow flow to emerge. Training both aspects – the proactive agency and the capacity to let go into flow – is thus 
essential. The I Ching’s ancient wisdom also alludes to this harmony: it emphasizes adapting to the present and not 
forcing things against the natural current. As the I Ching states, “everything is in a state of flux and… understanding 
the natural flow of events can lead to harmony and success.”. Athletes who internalize this may approach competition 
with a flexible mindset, exerting influence when appropriate but also yielding to the moment when necessary (for 
example, not panicking when conditions change, but rather adjusting fluidly). In essence, agency provides the 
groundwork of skill, confidence, and initiative, while flow is the epiphenomenon that arises when those elements 
are fully engaged and then transcended during performance. Both are trainable, and a synergy of Eastern and 
Western approaches offers insight into training them. 

Neuroplasticity: The Adaptable Brain in Training 

Underlying the trainability of any mental skill is the brain’s remarkable ability to change its structure and function in 
response to experience – the property of neuroplasticity. Neuroplasticity refers to the brain’s capacity to reorganize 
neural pathways and even grow new connections as we learn and practice tasks. In sport, each repetition of a 
physical or mental skill gradually strengthens the neural circuits involved, much like a muscle being exercised. 
When an athlete practices a movement or a focus technique, neurons that fire together start wiring together more 
efficiently. Over time, this leads to significant changes in the brain: synapses (connections) may form or become more 
sensitive, and representational areas for the skill can expand. One neuroscience article explains that “with every 
repetition, the motor neural pathway becomes stronger,” illustrating how correct practice reinforces optimal neural 
patterns. This is why consistent training is critical – the brain’s “use it or lose it” principle means that regularly used 
circuits are maintained and enhanced, whereas abilities that are not practiced will weaken over time. 

Importantly, neuroplasticity is not limited to motor skills; it also underlies improvements in concentration, emotional 
regulation, and other mental faculties relevant to agency and flow. For example, when athletes engage in 
mindfulness meditation or concentration exercises, brain imaging studies have shown changes in the structure and 
function of their neural networks. Long-term meditation practitioners exhibit increased cortical thickness in areas 
related to attention and sensory processing, reduced reactivity in the amygdala (a region tied to fear and anxiety), 
and enhanced connectivity between executive control regions. Even short-term mindfulness training can increase the 
efficiency of brain pathways that handle attentional tasks. In a systematic review of meditation’s neurobiological 
impact, Calderone et al. (2024) conclude that these practices “induce neuroplasticity, increase cortical thickness, 
reduce amygdala reactivity, and improve brain connectivity… leading to improved emotional regulation, cognitive 
function, and stress resilience”. Such findings are directly relevant to sports: by training the mind (through meditation 
or similar techniques), athletes can literally reshape their brains to be more calm under pressure, more sharply 
focused, and more capable of entering flow states. Over time, a trained mental practice can become second-nature – 
for instance, an athlete who practices focusing attention will develop stronger neural networks for attention, making it 
easier to get into a concentrated flow during competition. 

In practical terms, neuroplasticity means that agency and flow skills can be incrementally built. An athlete may 
start with modest ability to quiet their mind or to find the zone, but with each practice session of a mental drill (like a 
breathing exercise or visualization), they are altering neural pathways that support those skills. Mental skills 
coaching in sports leverages this by prescribing repeated exercises: just as a strength coach has players do sets 
and reps in the weight room to build muscle memory, a sport psychologist might have them do daily concentration 
drills to build “mental muscle.” The brain will adapt to these challenges – for example, learning to recover quickly from 
distractions or to enter a relaxed focus more readily. There is also a compounding effect: as skills improve, the athlete 
can take on greater challenges, which in turn spurs further adaptation. This echoes Csíkszentmihályi’s note that the 
“experience of flow thus becomes one incentive for growing to higher levels of complexity” – essentially, the joy of 
flow pushes one to refine skills further, which the brain accommodates by reorganizing at a higher level. Even in 
adulthood, when baseline neuroplasticity is lower than in childhood, the brain still exhibits significant plastic changes 



in response to focused training. This makes a compelling case that coaches should intentionally include brain 
training elements (such as cognitive drills, meditation, or neurofeedback) in their programs to develop the neural 
underpinnings of agency (like self-regulation networks) and flow (attention and skill integration networks). 

Epigenetics: Experience Modulating Gene Expression 

Parallel to neural changes, scientists have discovered that our experiences can also alter which genes are activated 
or deactivated in our cells, a field known as epigenetics. Epigenetics is the study of how factors like environment, 
stress, and behavior can cause changes in gene expression without altering the DNA sequence itself. These changes 
occur through chemical modifications (such as DNA methylation or histone modification) that act like switches or 
dimmers on genes. Training and lifestyle can thus lead to the body upregulating certain genes and 
downregulating others, influencing our physiology and even mental state tendencies over time. For athletes and 
coaches, the epigenetic perspective reinforces that the body adapts at a molecular level to training stimuli, 
including mental training. 

A striking example comes from research on mindfulness meditation and gene expression. In a pioneering 2013 study, 
experienced meditators underwent an intensive day of mindfulness practice, while a control group spent the day in 
quiet non-meditative activities. After just eight hours of mindfulness meditation, the meditators showed measurable 
changes in gene expression compared to controls. Notably, the meditators had reduced expression of 
pro-inflammatory genes (such as RIPK2 and COX2) and altered levels of gene-regulating enzymes (HDACs) in 
their immune cells. These molecular changes correlated with faster physical recovery from a stressful task, 
suggesting a functional benefit. As the study’s authors reported, this was “the first evidence of specific molecular 
changes… following mindfulness meditation,” illustrating a direct biological mechanism by which mental training can 
improve health. In effect, the meditation practice triggered the body to dial down genes associated with inflammation 
and stress response, creating an anti-inflammatory, resilience-promoting profile. Such findings support the idea that 
mental practices can have a systemic impact, tuning the body’s stress systems in a way that may help athletes 
handle intense training and competition with less harmful inflammation and quicker recovery. 

In the context of agency and flow, epigenetic changes might underpin the development of traits like stress tolerance, 
focus, and emotional control. For instance, chronic high stress without adequate coping can lead to epigenetic 
changes that keep the body in a heightened state of alert (e.g., elevating cortisol-related genes), which would be 
detrimental to finding flow. On the other hand, regularly engaging in mind-body training (meditation, breath 
control, yoga) may produce epigenetic modifications that calm the stress response and enhance genes related to 
neural plasticity or energy metabolism. Over weeks and months, these shifts could make an athlete’s neurochemistry 
more conducive to the calm-but-alert profile of flow. There is emerging evidence that physical exercise itself has 
epigenetic effects in muscles and the brain, increasing expression of growth factors and proteins that improve brain 
plasticity (such as BDNF). Combined with mental training, this could create a synergistic effect: for example, 
endurance training might epigenetically increase stress resilience, while meditation epigenetically reduces 
inflammatory tendencies – together fostering a mind-body that recovers fast and maintains focus under pressure. 

The epigenetic lens also powerfully reinforces a key message for athletes’ mindset: our abilities and responses are 
not static; they are dynamically influenced by how we train and live. This aligns with the concept of a growth 
mindset and what coaches like Nadia Kyba emphasize to young athletes – “the ability to change is a huge gift”. 
Indeed, knowing that even genes can turn up or down based on one’s habits can motivate athletes to engage in 
positive routines (sleep, nutrition, mental practice) that support their performance at the most fundamental level. It 
adds a scientific backing to the age-old wisdom that every day’s efforts, however small, accumulate to make you who 
you are. The ancient I Ching, with its focus on constant change and adaptation, anticipated this truth; now epigenetics 
provides the molecular detail of how those changes are recorded in the body. In summary, epigenetic research 
affirms that by training the mind and body, we are in fact training our biology – empowering athletes to literally 
program themselves for greater agency (through bolstered stress-handling genes, for example) and for flow (through 
genes supporting neural efficiency and recovery). 



Theoretical Framework: Integrating Mind, Body, and Spirit 
Drawing together the insights from psychology, neurobiology, and ancient wisdom, we can propose an integrative 
theoretical framework for training agency and flow. At its core is the recognition that human performance is a 
holistic phenomenon – the psychological state (mindset, focus, confidence), the biological state (brain activation, 
stress hormones, gene expression), and even the philosophical or spiritual outlook (values, beliefs about control and 
harmony) all interact to produce or inhibit optimal states like flow. Therefore, training interventions should be designed 
to address all these layers in a complementary way. 

1. Psychologically, the framework builds on Flow Theory and Self-Determination Theory. Flow theory provides 
the conditions that training must replicate: clear goals, feedback, progressive challenge-skill balance, etc., to induce 
flow experiences. Self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan) emphasizes supporting an athlete’s autonomy (agency), 
competence, and relatedness for maximal motivation. In our framework, agency corresponds to autonomy and 
competence – the athlete should feel volitional in training and increasingly competent through skill mastery. By 
structuring training to satisfy these needs (for example, giving athletes choices in drills and showing them evidence of 
their improvement), coaches create a motivational climate conducive to both agency and intrinsic motivation. 
Meanwhile, each practice session can be structured as a flow opportunity by incorporating clear objectives and 
matching difficulty to the athlete’s current skill. Over time, repeated exposure to these mini-flow states in practice 
teaches the mind how to enter flow more readily on demand. 

2. Neurologically, the framework highlights deliberate activation of neuroplastic processes. This means designing 
training to repeatedly exercise the neural circuits underlying attention, decision-making, and skilled movement under 
relevant conditions. Techniques like visualization (mental imagery of perfect performance) are used to reinforce 
neural pathways similarly to physical reps. Mindfulness meditation is integrated to train the brain’s attentional 
networks and emotional regulation circuits, which neuroscience shows are strengthened by such practice. The 
framework assumes a model of the brain where top-down control (prefrontal cortex) can quiet the stress response 
(amygdala) and where well-trained subcortical circuits can execute complex actions without constant conscious 
oversight. By practicing both concentrated focus and periods of letting go (as in mindfulness or flow drills), athletes 
cultivate the ability to intentionally shift between analytical processing (useful for learning and planning – an aspect 
of agency) and automatic processing (useful for execution – characteristic of flow). This aligns with the concept of 
transient hypofrontality in flow neuroscience: the idea that during flow the higher cognitive centers temporarily 
reduce activity, allowing smoother performance. Training can mimic this by alternating phases of explicit instruction 
with phases of unguided play or performance where the athlete just “does” without overthinking. The neuroplastic 
adaptation is that the athlete learns to turn off the inner critic and enter a state of trust in procedural memory, 
which is exactly what Takuan Sōhō’s quote advocates. 

3. Biologically (Epigenetically), the framework includes managing the athlete’s physiological state to favor gene 
expression profiles and hormonal states that support focus and recovery. Practically, this means integrating practices 
such as adequate rest, recovery, and stress-reduction techniques into the training plan – not as an afterthought 
but as a fundamental component. For instance, sessions of meditation or breathwork are scheduled just as strength 
or endurance workouts would be, to trigger beneficial molecular changes (like lowering inflammatory markers, as 
observed in meditation studies). Nutrition and sleep, while outside the scope of this paper, are also crucial: they 
modulate hormones that affect neuroplasticity (e.g., growth hormone release during deep sleep aids brain recovery 
and learning). In philosophical terms, one might view this as balancing Yin and Yang – intense activity and exertion 
(yang) must be balanced with restorative, inward-focused practices (yin) to maintain harmony in the system. The I 
Ching’s counsel that success comes from aligning with natural rhythms is very applicable here. Athletes following this 
framework will periodize their training to include cycles of pushing and healing. The epigenetic outcome is a body 
primed to handle stress (via upregulated resilience genes) yet capable of deep calm when needed. Over the long 
term, this could mean an athlete who, under pressure, naturally mounts a controlled physiological response – enough 
adrenaline for focus, but not so much as to cause choking or panic, thanks to an efficiently regulated gene/hormone 
profile partly cultivated by mindfulness and recovery practices. 



4. Philosophically, the framework encourages athletes and coaches to adopt a growth-oriented, present-focused 
mindset. This combines modern positive psychology with ancient wisdom. Athletes are taught that challenges are 
opportunities to grow (a view reinforced by understanding neuroplasticity and epigenetics – literally growth and 
change in the brain/body). They are also taught principles from traditions like Zen: e.g., “Be here now” – full 
presence in the current task – and acceptance of what is (instead of wasting energy on resistance or fear). The I 
Ching’s dynamic balance concept can be conveyed as the idea that one should neither be overbearing nor passive, 
but rather adapt fluidly – sometimes exerting effort, sometimes yielding, as the situation demands. In practice, this 
might translate to an athlete being intense in training but calm in competition, or knowing when to push for a win and 
when to patiently wait for an opening. Such a mindset ensures that agency does not become overcontrol or 
micromanagement (which can stifle flow), and that pursuit of flow does not become passivity. It fosters humility and 
trust: humility to acknowledge change and uncertainty (thereby staying open to learning), and trust in oneself built 
through diligent practice. This philosophical angle can be very motivating – it gives athletes a narrative that their 
training is not just about winning trophies but about personal mastery and harmony with their environment (an idea 
that resonates with many athletes on a deep level, often improving mental wellbeing). 

In summary, the theoretical framework posits a cycle of reinforcement: Training activities build agency (skill, 
confidence, self-direction) and also induce flow experiences in micro form. Each flow experience then boosts the 
athlete’s belief in their capabilities (reinforcing agency) and provides intrinsic reward that makes them want to seek 
out further challenges. Over time, the athlete develops an “autotelic personality” – one who reliably self-motivates, 
enjoys challenge, and can find flow in practice and competition. Biologically, their brain and body become tuned to 
this lifestyle: efficient, resilient, and primed for focused execution. The Eastern and Western elements converge to the 
same point: the unity of action and awareness that defines high performance. Figure and ground, yin and yang, 
conscious and subconscious – the dualities merge when training is holistic. Thus, by viewing agency and flow 
through multiple lenses, coaches can better design training that transforms the athlete at all levels. 

Applied Methods and Training Protocols 

Mindfulness and Meditation Training 

One of the most direct ways to train the mind for agency and flow is through mindfulness meditation, a practice with 
roots in Zen Buddhism that has been adapted widely in sport psychology programs. Mindfulness training involves 
exercises in focused attention and nonjudgmental awareness – essentially teaching the athlete to control their 
attention and to remain calm and “in the moment.” Regular meditation has been shown to improve concentration, 
emotional stability, and even produce structural brain changes as noted earlier. In the context of sports, meditation 
helps athletes by increasing their capacity to enter a present-focused state at will, which is crucial for flow, and by 
fostering an attitude of acceptance, which underlies confidence and agency (accepting what happens, and 
responding constructively). 

Many elite athletes and teams have incorporated mindfulness; a famous example is NBA coach Phil Jackson 
introducing daily mindfulness to the Chicago Bulls and L.A. Lakers, contributing to their championship mindsets 
(earning him the nickname “Zen Master”). In practical terms, coaches can introduce short guided meditation 
sessions (5–15 minutes) at the beginning or end of practice. A simple protocol might involve athletes sitting quietly, 
focusing on their breath, and gently bringing attention back whenever the mind wanders – a basic concentration 
push-up. Over time, this builds mental fortitude. Felicity Heathcote, an Olympic sports psychologist, was an early 
pioneer in this area: she taught Irish Olympic athletes mindfulness techniques back in 1992, using breath awareness 
to calm performance nerves. One effective method she employed was having athletes focus on the out-breath, 
lengthening it slightly to activate the parasympathetic nervous system and induce relaxation. By “following the 
out-breath all the way out,” athletes could lower arousal and approach competition with openness rather than tension. 
This kind of breath-focused meditation not only calms anxiety (supporting agency by reducing fear) but also anchors 
attention to a single point (the breath), a transferable skill for focusing on a task during play. 



A specific exercise from Peak Performance: Zen and the Sporting Zone illustrates the intersection of meditation and 
athletic concentration. Heathcote suggests: “Imagine you have a tiny down feather on the end of your nose, and, as 
you exhale, do so as gently as possible so that the feather is not dislodged. Concentrate only on the feather.”. This 
exercise trains extremely fine breath control and single-pointed focus. Athletes practicing it learn to quiet their 
breathing and mind, which can be invaluable in moments of high pressure (e.g. a biathlete steadying their aim or a 
basketball player shooting free throws in a noisy arena). Such mindfulness practices should be done consistently 
(e.g. daily or several times a week) to yield results. Over weeks, athletes often report greater self-awareness – they 
notice distracting thoughts sooner and can release them, maintaining focus on what they can control. This directly 
contributes to both agency (awareness of one’s mental state and the ability to shift it is a form of self-regulation) and 
flow (a quiet, focused mind is a prerequisite for entering the zone). 

Psychological Skills Training (PST) 

Beyond formal meditation, a suite of psychological skills can be practiced to enhance agency and flow. These 
include goal setting, mental imagery, self-talk, and arousal regulation, all staples of sport psychology 
interventions: 

● Goal Setting: Athletes should set not only outcome goals (winning, stats) but, more importantly, process 
and performance goals that are within their control. For example, a runner might set a goal for an optimal 
split time or a technical cue (“knees high, arms relaxed”) for each sprint. Setting such clear, immediate goals 
provides the “clear goals” condition for flow. It also increases agency by involving the athlete in defining their 
journey – they take ownership of these goals. Coaches can facilitate goal-setting sessions, ensuring goals 
are specific and challenging yet attainable. At the start of a season or training cycle, have athletes write 
down personal goals (e.g., improving a personal record by X, or developing a skill) alongside team goals. 
Revisiting and adjusting these goals regularly reinforces the athlete’s active role (agency) and keeps training 
purposeful (encouraging flow through clear targets). 
 

● Visualization (Mental Imagery): Athletes can be guided to vividly imagine themselves executing skills 
flawlessly and achieving success. This technique has a dual benefit. Mentally simulating an action activates 
many of the same neural pathways as the actual execution, thereby strengthening those pathways (a 
neuroplastic effect). It also builds confidence and a sense of familiarity with high-pressure scenarios – 
essentially giving a blueprint to the mind that “I have been here, and I can succeed.” For flow, visualization 
helps because it primes the mind for the challenge: the athlete has “seen” themselves handling it, so during 
the real event they are more likely to stay calm and let the performance flow rather than being surprised or 
doubtful. For agency, imagery is empowering: it is a practice of creative control over one’s performance 
narrative. For example, a high jumper might visualize their perfect jump repeatedly, which instills the belief “I 
am capable of this” – a belief that translates to a greater sense of control during competition. 
 

● Positive Self-Talk and Focus Cues: Training athletes to use constructive self-talk is key to maintaining 
agency under stress. This involves identifying negative, self-defeating thoughts and refuting or reframing 
them into positive or task-focused statements. For instance, instead of “I can’t miss this shot,” a basketball 
player learns to tell herself, “Focus on a smooth release, I’ve done this hundreds of times.” Such 
self-directed coaching reinforces confidence (agency) and keeps attention on the present action (flow). 
Many athletes adopt simple focus cues – short phrases or keywords that center their mind. Olympic sprinter 
Maurice Greene was known to repeat the word “relax” to himself as a cue to stay loose yet fast, which is a 
perfect encapsulation of balancing intensity and ease. Coaches can integrate self-talk drills by having 
athletes practice pressure simulations (e.g., making 10 free throws in a row in practice with the team 
watching) and guiding them to use calming or motivating self-talk during it. Over time, the athlete’s internal 
dialogue becomes an asset instead of a liability. 
 

● Arousal Regulation Techniques: These techniques help athletes modulate their physiological and mental 
arousal to the optimal level for performance (the individual zone of optimal functioning). They range from 
breathing exercises (diaphragmatic breathing, box breathing) to progressive muscle relaxation (PMR) 



and energization techniques (like jumping or listening to upbeat music for lethargic athletes). Earlier we 
touched on breathing – specifically elongating the exhale – as a powerful method to trigger relaxation via the 
vagus nerve. Athletes can practice controlled breathing patterns (for example, inhale for 4 counts, exhale 
for 6-8 counts) in training and use them during competition breaks to stay composed. PMR, which involves 
tensing and then relaxing muscle groups systematically, can be used in post-training cooldowns or pre-event 
routines to reduce excess tension in the body. By mastering arousal control, athletes gain agency over their 
emotional state – they are not helpless in the face of nerves but have tools to manage them. This also sets 
the stage for flow: a body that is too tense or a mind too agitated cannot enter flow. Achieving a 
relaxed-but-alert state through these techniques is often the gateway to the zone (many athletes report that 
they knew they were about to “click” when their butterflies turned into a calm focus sensation). 
 

Autonomy-Supportive Coaching and Environment 

A critical practical aspect of developing agency is the coaching style and environment created for the athlete. 
Coaches who employ an autonomy-supportive approach give athletes a voice and active role in the training 
process, which numerous studies link to greater intrinsic motivation and confidence (key components of agency). In 
concrete terms, this could include: 

● Involving athletes in decision-making: For example, allowing senior players to help devise game 
strategies, or asking athletes to provide input on the practice schedule or choice of drills. When athletes feel 
their opinions matter, they invest more fully in the process. A youth coach might let team members choose 
which skill to focus on for part of practice, or involve them in setting team “rules” or values. This cultivates a 
sense of ownership. As Kyba notes, even if it’s simpler for a coach to make all decisions, including athletes 
by delegating some leadership (like leading warm-ups, organizing team meals, etc.) teaches responsibility 
and agency. 
 

● Educating athletes on their rights and the rationale of training: Interestingly, giving athletes knowledge 
about the “why” behind training elements can empower them. True agency comes from understanding. For 
instance, explain to athletes how a particular drill will improve their game or how recovery days aid 
adaptation. This aligns with treating them as active learners rather than passive doers. In youth sports, even 
informing athletes of their rights (safety rules, etc.) as suggested by TrueSport contributes to a feeling of 
empowerment and mutual respect – an athlete who feels respected is more likely to take charge of their own 
development. 
 

● Building a Mastery-Oriented Climate: Emphasize personal improvement, effort, and learning rather than 
just winning. In a mastery climate, mistakes are seen as learning opportunities, and athletes are encouraged 
to set personal benchmarks. This reduces fear of failure and encourages athletes to take initiative (since 
they won’t be harshly punished or shamed for errors made in pursuit of growth). It directly feeds into flow as 
well, because a relaxed concentration thrives in an environment where one is not terrified of messing up. 
Coaches can reinforce this by praising effort, strategy, and resilience even in losses, and by de-emphasizing 
social comparison between teammates. 
 

Through these measures, the training environment becomes a “safe space” for risk-taking and creativity. Athletes 
with high agency developed in such environments are more willing to experiment, play instinctually, and thus find 
themselves in flow more often. A case in point: the freedom the Brazilian football style historically gives to players to 
improvise and express flair – it can be argued this cultural environment produces athletes who can enter flow with the 
ball, because they have a sense of creative agency on the field. On a smaller scale, a coach might set up “open 
drills” where athletes must make decisions (like small-sided games, or scrimmages with varied rules) rather than 
always running set plays. This forces them to apply skills in real-time (which is flow-inducing) and gives them the 
agency to choose solutions. 



Progressive Challenge and Flow Drills 

Given the importance of challenge-skill balance, coaches should thoughtfully progress the difficulty of training tasks 
as an athlete’s skills improve. This can be done via a concept called “periodized challenge”. Early in training a skill, 
the athlete may need simpler drills to build basic competence (avoiding too much anxiety). But as soon as progress is 
made, the drill is made more complex or performed under more pressure, ensuring the athlete is often operating at 
the edge of their ability. For example, a basketball player practices dribbling around cones (acquiring skill), then 
against a single defender (increased challenge), then against two defenders in a small space (high challenge). Each 
level pushes their skill, keeping them engaged and preventing complacency. The goal is to regularly create moments 
in practice where the athlete experiences flow because the challenge is optimized – they might describe these 
moments as everything “clicking.” This not only improves skill faster but teaches the feeling of flow, so the athlete 
recognizes and can recreate it in competition. 

Coaches can also incorporate “flow drills” or simulation: practice elements specifically designed to trigger flow. 
One approach is time distortion drills – for instance, having athletes perform an action to a slower or faster beat to 
alter their perception of timing and require intense focus (e.g., a boxer sparring in slow-motion, demanding 
heightened concentration on each micro-movement). Another approach is creating environments that require 
absolute focus, such as performing in the dark or with eyes closed (some coaches, like Phil Jackson, even had 
players practice in low-light conditions to sharpen other senses). These unconventional methods echo Zen arts 
training (e.g., archers practicing blindfolded to feel the shot). They can induce a deep focus that borders on 
meditative, often leading to a flow state once the athlete adapts. 

Immediate feedback systems can also be employed for flow. For instance, biofeedback or equipment that provides 
instant knowledge of results – a marksman’s target that flashes the hit location, or a sprint coach giving split times 
right after a sprint – ensure the athlete stays engaged in a feedback loop. The athlete doesn’t have to wonder “How 
am I doing?” (which could break concentration); the information is there, allowing adjustments on the fly, mirroring 
video-game like immediacy that is very flow-conducive. 

Finally, an important training aspect is recovery and reflection. After high challenge training, athletes should have 
recovery periods (both within a session and between sessions) where they can reflect on what happened. Reflection 
helps consolidate learning (mentally reviewing what worked and what didn’t) and also reinforces agency: the athlete 
makes sense of their performance in their own terms, taking lessons forward. Many high-level athletes keep 
journals. Writing a practice journal entry each day about one success (“Today I felt in control when…”) and one thing 
to improve channels attention to personal agency in growth. It also can reveal patterns that help the athlete find their 
recipe for flow (e.g., noting “I was in the zone during this drill – perhaps because I had gotten enough sleep and I 
really focused on one cue”). 

Through these varied methods – mindfulness, PST techniques, autonomy-support, and optimized challenges – 
training becomes a comprehensive program for mental excellence alongside physical excellence. Notably, Peak 
Performance: Zen and the Sporting Zone by Heathcote outlines “two basic programmes of practical meditation, 
concentration, breathing techniques, relaxation and psychological tricks to perfection and winning”, which aligns well 
with the above: a structured combination of meditation and mental techniques can yield tangible performance 
benefits. By following such multi-faceted programs, athletes develop a toolbox that enables them to enter their ideal 
performance state at will. 

Discussion 
Implementing the above training protocols can lead to profound improvements in an athlete’s mental game, but it is 
important to discuss how these interdisciplinary elements intersect in practice and what challenges might arise. One 
clear intersection is between the ancient and modern methods: techniques like meditation and breathing (with 
origins in Eastern traditions) have now been scientifically validated to improve focus, reduce stress, and even 
modulate genes and brain structure. This convergence provides a powerful validation for coaches and athletes who 



might be skeptical of the more “esoteric” practices. What was once considered mystical (e.g., a monk calmly focusing 
amidst chaos) is now understood in terms of alpha brain waves and prefrontal activation patterns that can be 
trained. Thus, coaches can confidently incorporate mindfulness or Tai Chi sessions, knowing there is evidence-based 
support for their efficacy in building the kind of calm, concentrated mind that underpins agency and flow. 

Another point of synergy is how agency-fostering strategies complement flow-fostering strategies. For instance, 
involving an athlete in goal setting (agency) not only makes them feel more in control, but it naturally supplies them 
with clear goals, a condition for flow. Teaching an athlete to take ownership of mistakes (agency) encourages them 
to stay engaged with the task rather than ruminate (thus maintaining concentration for flow). In practice, we often see 
that athletes who are empowered to make decisions will enter flow because they are fully engaged: a soccer player 
given the freedom to be creative on the field will immerse in the game in a way a strictly micro-managed player will 
not. This implies that coaches should avoid over-coaching during performance; once a game or routine is 
underway, the work done in training should allow the athlete to trust themselves (flow), rather than needing 
step-by-step instruction (which would undermine both agency and flow). As Takuan Sōhō suggested, the conscious 
mind of the athlete should step back at the crucial moment and let the trained subconscious take over. A coach 
shouting instructions at every second can disrupt this, whereas a coach who cedes control to the athlete on game 
day (while guiding them in practice) strikes the right balance. 

From a neurological perspective, the practices advocated (meditation, visualization, challenging drills) likely 
reinforce specific brain network dynamics associated with flow. Research on elite performers has noted neural 
markers like transient hypofrontality (reduced prefrontal activity), heightened mid-frequency alpha oscillations, 
and increased reward neurotransmitters (dopamine, anandamide) during flow states. While the exact 
neurochemistry was beyond our scope, it is worth discussing that many of the training methods could influence these 
markers. For example, mindfulness practice is known to enhance alpha wave regulation and strengthen the insula 
and ACC (involved in present awareness), potentially facilitating the brain’s ability to slip into the flow profile when 
needed. High challenge training can trigger dopamine release (as a reward for success or novelty), and over time 
athletes might become “addicted” to that positive feeling, which is actually beneficial – it keeps them motivated to 
train and seek flow again. The concept of the autotelic experience (doing it for its own sake) ties in here: athletes 
who frequently taste flow often develop a love for training and competition beyond external rewards. This intrinsic 
drive is a marker of both agency (they are self-driven rather than externally driven) and sets the stage for more flow. 
Coaches should note this virtuous cycle and encourage it, for example by celebrating moments of great focus or fluid 
play, not just wins. 

A possible challenge in implementation is the individual differences among athletes. Not everyone will respond 
similarly to meditation or to autonomy. Some athletes initially resist mindfulness, finding it boring or too abstract; 
others might misuse autonomy if not ready (confusing it with no discipline). It’s crucial to tailor the approach. With 
mindfulness, starting with very short sessions or integrating movement (e.g. mindful walking, or breathing exercises 
as part of warm-up) can help skeptical athletes ease in. For autonomy, providing structure within freedom – like giving 
choices but all of them are beneficial – ensures athletes are still guided. For example, instead of “do whatever drill 
you want today,” a coach might say “we need to work on endurance and ball-handling; do you want to run dribbling 
suicides or play a full-court ball control game?” This way the athlete chooses, but within productive options. 

Another consideration is measurement: how do we know if agency and flow are improving? Psychological 
assessments (questionnaires like the Flow State Scale or measures of locus of control and self-efficacy) can be 
periodically used to gauge progress. Also simply discussing with athletes – they might report “I feel more in control of 
my training” or “I hit the zone more often now” – provides qualitative feedback. Objective performance metrics can 
also reflect it: more consistent performances under pressure suggest improved mental resilience; clutch situations 
handled calmly suggest better flow access. 

We should also mention the role of team culture in sustaining these practices. If a whole team embraces 
mindfulness and autonomy, it becomes part of the culture (“that’s just how we do things here”), which reinforces each 
individual’s commitment. But if it’s just one athlete trying it in isolation, they might feel awkward or unsupported. Thus, 
education sessions for the team about why these methods matter can align everyone. Some teams incorporate group 
meditation or group discussions on mindset, which not only trains skills but builds camaraderie (which indirectly helps 



flow by increasing trust among teammates – a factor in sports like basketball or soccer where a group flow can 
emerge when the whole team is in sync). 

Lastly, blending I Ching or philosophical teachings might appear odd in a modern training context, but it can be 
done in a relatable way. Coaches often use slogans or analogies; using an ancient quote or concept can be very 
memorable. For instance, referencing the yin-yang symbol to remind athletes about balancing effort and relaxation, or 
quoting the I Ching on adaptation during a tough season (“To resist change is to miss opportunity; we must adjust to 
the new game conditions”). These little inclusions can subtly shape the mindset of athletes to be more adaptable and 
present. 

The intersection of East and West is perhaps most evident in the concept of wu wei, or “effortless effort,” from Taoism 
– essentially identical to flow. Emphasizing to athletes that sometimes trying harder is not the answer, but trying 
smarter and then trusting is, captures this idea. This prevents the trap of over-efforting which many athletes fall into 
(leading to tense, choked performances). Instead, they learn that there’s an optimal zone of effort where you are fully 
engaged but not clenched – something both ancient sages and modern scientists agree upon. 

In summary, the practical integration of these interdisciplinary methods requires careful adaptation to individuals and 
strong communication from coaches, but when executed, it creates athletes who are self-regulating, confident, and 
capable of reaching peak states. The techniques feed into each other: mental training improves biology; improved 
biology (calmer nerves, sharper focus) enables better practice; better practice yields more flow experiences; those 
build confidence and enjoyment, looping back into motivation (agency) to train further. It becomes a self-sustaining 
cycle of excellence. This addresses not just performance but also athlete well-being – an empowered, absorbed 
athlete is typically a happier athlete, experiencing the “rapture of being alive,” as mythologist Joseph Campbell 
described flow. In the long run, this holistic training can prolong careers and prevent burnout, as athletes learn how to 
keep themselves in a mentally good place. Future research might delve deeper into each component (e.g., identifying 
which genes are most responsive to mental training, or how exactly group flow dynamics work in teams), but the 
converging wisdom suggests we already have enough knowledge to start training the mind like we do the body. 

Conclusion 
Athletes and coaches stand to gain immensely by embracing a training philosophy that develops mind and body in 
unison – nurturing the agency to take command of one’s performance journey and the capacity to enter flow states 
where one’s highest potential is realized. This paper has explored how these qualities can be systematically trained 
by integrating insights from diverse fields. From sport psychology, we learned the conditions and mental skills that 
support flow and confidence; from neuroplasticity and epigenetics, we saw that the brain and gene expression adapt 
in response to focused practice, providing a biological basis for lasting change; and from the I Ching and Zen 
teachings, we rediscovered age-old techniques and principles (mindfulness, balance, effortless action) that align 
perfectly with modern performance science. 

The overarching theme is that human potential is fluid and trainable. An athlete is not born permanently clutch or 
non-clutch, mentally strong or weak – these traits are cultivated. By adopting practices like meditation and 
visualization, athletes can literally rewire their brains for improved focus and calm. By fostering an 
autonomy-supportive, growth-oriented training environment, coaches can empower athletes to become active agents 
in their development, which reduces fear and fuels intrinsic motivation. By carefully calibrating challenges and 
encouraging present-moment immersion, training can frequently induce flow, teaching athletes how flow feels and 
how to invite it. Each element reinforces the others: a confident athlete (agency) is more likely to find flow, and 
experiencing flow boosts an athlete’s confidence in turn. Likewise, the calm mind from mindfulness helps an athlete 
make better decisions and persist through adversity, strengthening their sense of control, while the resilience gained 
through feeling in control helps them remain calm under pressure. 

In essence, the development of agency and flow is an iterative process of self-transformation. It aligns with the I 
Ching’s wisdom that life is continuous change – athletes transform through training, each practice a small change that 
accumulates into a big difference. It also reflects Csíkszentmihályi’s idea that optimal experiences “are something that 



we make happen” actively, not passively. The coach’s role is to guide this process, drawing on the best of Western 
science and Eastern practice, and the athlete’s role is to engage wholeheartedly, with the knowledge that their efforts 
can literally shape who they become. When done well, the outcome is an athlete who is physically honed, mentally 
masterful, and spiritually grounded – in other words, capable of reaching that coveted state where supreme effort 
and total ease coexist. Whether one describes that state as the zone, flow, mushin, or simply peak performance, the 
path to it can be taught and learned. 

To conclude, training agency and flow is both an art and a science. It requires the art of balancing opposites – effort 
and relaxation, control and surrender, seriousness and play – and the science of applying evidence-based 
techniques from psychology and neurobiology. Athletes who undertake this training journey often find that its 
benefits extend beyond sports: the focus, confidence, and adaptability they gain become life skills. In competition, 
these athletes are noticeable – they are poised, joyful in challenge, and consistently perform to their potential. In the 
bigger picture, they exemplify the fulfilling synergy of having agency in one’s endeavors and being in flow with 
one’s activity, a synergy that ancient sages revered and modern science now corroborates. As sport continues to 
evolve, the integration of these interdisciplinary insights offers a promising route to developing not just better athletes, 
but more self-aware, resilient, and fulfilled human beings in the arena of competition. 
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