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Flow is an altered state of consciousness that occurs when we are fully engaged in a relatively 
challenging task or activity that is matched to our skills (Kotler et al., 2022). The phenomenon 
has been scientifically investigated for nearly fifty years, after first being elucidated by Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi in the 1970s, who studied the state from a psychological framework 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). While researchers built upon this framework for nearly five decades, 
investigations into the state’s underlying neurophysiology are relatively recent. It has since 
been demonstrated empirically that flow is associated with specific alterations in brain activity, 
including changes in neural oscillation, neuro-modulatory processes, dynamic activations of 
specific brain regions, as well as alterations in large-scale brain connectivity (Huskey et al., 
2021, 2018; Alameda et al., 2022). Moreover, while mounting evidence suggests that flow has a 
positive impact on performance as well as psychological and subjective well-being (Kotler et al., 
2022; Melnikoff et al., 2022; Fritz et al., 2007), there is currently no research investigating 
flow’s effects on psychological resilience, especially in important contexts such as the military. 
Recently, Kotler et al., 2022, explored the underlying neurodynamics of flow state onset by 
comparing and contrasting flow with the traumatic stress that can produce Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD). The authors argued that this approach is helpful when considering 
factors such as mood states, fear inhibition, emotional arousal, hyper-vigilance, and contextual 
cue processing, all of which are relevant in military contexts, especially for Special Operations 
Forces (SOF) soldiers. While previous research has examined flow in a military context (Harari, 
2008), here we extend these ideas by investigating the possible effects of flow on resilience, 
trying to fill an interesting gap in the literature of both flow science and military behavioral 
science. Importantly, Hing et al., 2012 showed that SOF soldiers, although hyper-resilient to 
stress, show positive screening for PTSD at almost double the rate of conventional Army units. 
Yet, considerable data shows that PTSD symptoms become worse after soldiers leave the 
service, a phenomena known as Late-Onset Stress Symptomology (Davison et al., 2006). In 
addition, Paun et al., 2019, in a systematic review, report major inconsistencies in military 
resilience research, and suggest that resilience initiatives cannot be offered as solution for 
mitigating PTSD. Lastly, flow can be experienced in a social context, namely, group flow (Pels et 
al., 2018; Sawyer et al., 1990).  From a social neuroscience perspective, interbrain 
synchronization, or brain-to-brain coupling has been shown to reduce pain perception, perhaps 
by increasing empathic neural responses (Djalovski et al., 2021; Goldstein et al., 2019), and to 
facilitate team flow (Shehata et al., 2021). Here, we speculate that the powerful reward 
neurochemistry that underpins group flow, alongside interbrain synchronization, contributes to 
hyper-resilience to stress in active-duty SOF; and the abrupt removal of reward neurochemistry 
and interbrain synchronization that arises post-retirement contributes to LOSS. Thus, our goals 
in this current paper are two-fold: to explore the neurobiological relationship between flow and 
resilience, and to consider possible policy recommendations about flow-based behavioral 
interventions that can alleviate PTSD and improve resilience in SOF soldiers. 
 


