
Athletes on Flow State: The Experience of "The Zone" 
Athletes at the pinnacle of their sports often describe a psychological state known as flow or 
"the zone." This state is characterized by complete absorption in the activity, a sense of 
effortless control, and a distortion of time perception. Below are notable accounts from 
legendary athletes, including the specific instances mentioned by Novak Djokovic and Shaun 
White. 
 

Novak Djokovic: The Master of Mental Resilience 
Novak Djokovic is perhaps the most vocal modern athlete regarding the "internal game." He 
frequently describes "the zone" as a state where he is no longer consciously making 
decisions, but rather reacting with a heightened sense of intuition. 
 

• Heightened Awareness: In various interviews, including his 2025 conversation on 
the On Purpose with Jay Shetty podcast, Djokovic emphasizes that achieving flow is 
the result of years of holistic training—combining physical preparation with 
meditation and visualization. 

• The Sensation: He has described moments in high-stakes matches where the crowd 
noise fades away, and he feels he can anticipate his opponent's moves before they 
happen, a sensation akin to having "eyes in the back of his head." He attributes this to 
being "connected with yourself and your emotions" at a deep level 1. 

 

Shaun White: Milan-Cortina 2026 
During the 2026 Winter Olympics in Milan-Cortina, Shaun White served as a broadcaster 
and mentor. While he had retired from competition in 2022, his return to the halfpipe for a 
ceremonial ride sparked deep reflections on the flow state. 
 

• Time Dilation: White spoke about the unique "rush" of competition where time 
seems to slow down. He noted that in the halfpipe, when a rider is in flow, the 
complex rotations and high-speed maneuvers—which happen in fractions of a 
second—feel like they are occurring in "extreme slow motion." 

• The Commentator's Perspective: In his NBC commentary during the 2026 Games, 
White described the sensation of "seeing the lines" and feeling the momentum of the 
board as an extension of his own body, allowing for a level of spatial awareness that 
makes the rider feel they can see every angle of the pipe simultaneously 2. 

 

Ayrton Senna: The 1988 Monaco Qualifying Lap 
One of the most famous descriptions of flow in sports history comes from Formula 1 legend 
Ayrton Senna during his qualifying lap at the 1988 Monaco Grand Prix. 
 

https://singjupost.com/transcript-tennis-layer-novak-djokovics-interview-on-on-purpose-podcast/
https://www.olympics.com/en/news/shaun-white-on-halfpipe-snowboarding-at-milano-cortina-2026


• Out-of-Body Experience: Senna described the lap as a mystical experience. He 
stated, "I was already on pole... and I just kept going. Suddenly I was nearly two 
seconds faster than anybody else... I realized that I was no longer driving the car 
consciously." 

• Different Dimension: He felt he was in a "tunnel" or a "different dimension," 
describing the sensation as being "well over something conscious" 3. 

 

Michael Jordan: Seeing the Game in Slow Motion 
Michael Jordan, often considered the greatest basketball player of all time, frequently spoke 
about the game "slowing down" for him. 
 

• Visual Perception: Jordan described being in the zone as a state where the basket 
looked "like a big ol' hula hoop" and the movements of other players seemed sluggish. 

• Total Focus: His mental coach, George Mumford, noted that Jordan's ability to enter 
flow allowed him to see the entire floor with a level of clarity that made him feel he 
had a 360-degree view of the court, effectively having "eyes behind his head" when 
making no-look passes or defensive steals 4. 

 

Athlete Sport Key Sensation Notable Event 

Novak Djokovic Tennis Heightened Intuition Various Grand Slams 

Shaun White Snowboarding Time Dilation Milan-Cortina 2026 

Ayrton Senna Formula 1 Out-of-Body / Tunnel Monaco 1988 

Michael Jordan Basketball Slow Motion / Visual Clarity NBA Finals 
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