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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study is to examine the in-flight flow experiences of seasoned paragliding pilots, as narrated in their
first-person accounts, and to elucidate the core dimensions of these experiences from a qualitative perspective. The
research adopts a qualitative design grounded in a phenomenological approach. Using purposive sampling, semi-
structured individual interviews were conducted with 20 pilots who each had at least three years of paragliding
experience. Data were coded with MAXQDA software and analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis. The analysis
yielded five overarching themes and ten subthemes: (1) Altered Time Perception; (2) Challenge—Skill Balance and Flow;
(3) Loss of Self-Awareness; (4) Sense of Control and the Feeling of Flow; and (5) Autotelic Experience and lts Reflections
in Daily Life. The findings indicate that the flow state experienced during paragliding is shaped by psychological
processes such as altered time perception, diminished self-awareness, and a heightened sense of control; that it
deepens when the challenge—skill balance is achieved; and that, as an autotelic experience, it carries positive spillover

effects into everyday life.

Keywords: Paragliding, flow experience, reflexive thematic analysis, extreme sports, sport psychology, MAXQDA

INTRODUCTION

Extreme sports have attracted growing interest within sport
psychology due to the high levels of risk, unpredictability, and
intense affective experiences they entail. Unlike traditional
sports, extreme sports require not only physical competence
but also psychological resilience, rapid decision-making, and
emotion regulation (Schiiler & Nakamura, 2013; Wilkes et al.,
2022). For example, paragliding, skydiving, and BASE jumping
demand that participants exercise cognitive control while
confronting substantial risks.

Paragliding, in particular, involves launching from high-
altitude sites and navigating thermal updrafts; the margin for

error is exceedingly narrow, and the activity is nearly twice as
risky as general aviation and skydiving (Wilkes et al., 2022).

In this context, athletes must integrate risk management,
attentional focus, and mental resilience to sustain both safety
and performance (Ertiirk & Ozkurt, 2024;Ertirk & Ozkurt,
2025).

Motivations to participate in extreme sports are not
confined to the pursuit of adrenaline. Psychological and social
factors—such as the desire for achievement, skill
development, enjoyment, and social interaction—play critical
roles in motivating individuals to participate in sports (Altin,
2025; Dilmag & Tezcan Kardas, 2024; Martinho et al., 2024;
Ozkurt et al., 2025).
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Qualitative research shows that individuals engaging in
adventure recreation frequently seek to “test their limits” and
pursue personal growth; the positive emotions derived from
these activities yield more enduring satisfaction than
transient, risk-induced arousal (Boudreau et al., 2020).
Central to these experiences is the construct of “flow,”
characterized by deep concentration, alterations in the
perception of time and space, and intense enjoyment
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).

Flow entails the focusing of cognitive resources on the
task, a reduction in distractibility, and concomitant increases
in performance and subjective well-being (Fong et al., 2015;
Van der Linden et al, 2021). In extreme sports, flow is
particularly critical for managing fear, calibrating risk
perception, and fostering emotional resilience (Martinho et
al., 2024; Schiiler & Nakamura, 2013).

Recent research has also illuminated the neurobiological
underpinnings of flow: dorsolateral and medial prefrontal
cortex regions are engaged to support attentional control
and reward processing, while the default mode network is
suppressed, reducing self-referential thought (Alameda et
al., 2022). Extreme athletes often report a pronounced sense
of control and competence during high-risk activity; this can
be explained by the deployment of automatized skills and
intrinsic regulatory processes that guide performance (Kotler
& Wheal, 2017).

Among paragliding pilots in Turkiye, direct and indirect
associations between flow and life satisfaction have been
documented (Ayazlar & Yiksel, 2018; Dilmag & Tezcan Kardas,
2024; Ertirk & Ozkurt, 2025). Nevertheless, qualitative
research on flow in extreme sports remains limited; prior
qualitative studies underscore that freedom and personal
development are central to participants’ experiences and
highlight the relative lack of depth in the existing literature
(Ayazlar, 2015; Brymer & Schweitzer, 2013; Ertiirk & Ozkurt,
2024; Ertiirk & Ozkurt, 2025).

In light of this gap, the present study adopts Reflexive
Thematic Analysis to examine, in depth, the flow experiences
of paragliding pilots in Turkiye.

Specifically, it addresses the following research
questions:

(a) How do paragliding pilots experience flow during
flight?

(b) Which cognitive and affective processes facilitate—or
hinder—entry into flow?

By focusing on these questions, the study seeks to
develop a holistic understanding of the conditions that enable
flow in extreme sports, with the dual aim of advancing theory
in sport psychology and offering practical recommendations
for the design of training and safety programs

METHOD
Research Design

This study employed a qualitative design to understand the
subjective nature of flow experienced during paragliding;
data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s reflexive
thematic analysis (RTA) (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Finlay, 2002;
Hiniz & Yavuz, 2023). RTA treats researcher subjectivity as an
explicit component of the analytic process; the aim is not to
reach a single “correct code,” but to generate data-
grounded, rich, and contextually situated interpretations
(Rolfe, 2006).

Epistemologically, the research team adopted a
contextualist stance positioned between essentialist and
constructionist poles (Ponterotto, 2005). Themes were
developed primarily inductively at the semantic level, with
latent meanings interpreted reflexively where appropriate.

Participants and Sampling

Using purposive sampling, 20 paragliding pilots (17 men, 3
women; ages 25-55; 3-25 years of flying experience) were
included. Inclusion criteria were: >3 years of active flying,
having flown within the past 12 months, and being suitable for
interview in terms of communication and health.

Diversity was sought across hobby/tandem profiles and
flying regions. Sample size was justified via the information
power approach: given focused research questions, high
experience intensity, and strong data quality, n = 20 was
deemed sufficient to yield robust and recurrent patterns
(Erturk & Ozkurt, 2024; Monasterio & Cloninger, 2019;
Malterud, Siersma, & Guassora, 2016).

Participants were recruited via clubs/associations and
personal networks using email/phone. Basic demographics
are presented in table 1.

199

©N0I®

BY _SA



Ertiirk et al. (2025) International Journal of Recreation and Sport Science, 9(2), 198-208

Table 1. Participants’ Personel Information

Document Occupation Age Gender Education Level Experience (years) Flight Region
Name

K1 Teacher 43 Male Bachelor’s 7 Sivas

K2 Mechanical Engineer 42 Male Bachelor’s 9 Sivas

K3 Physician 50 Male Bachelor’s 15 izmir

K4 Self-Employed 40 Male Bachelor’s 10 Sivas

K5 Nurse 46 Female Postgraduate 12 K.Maras

Ké6 Teacher 55 Male Bachelor’s 1 Sivas

K7 Self-Employed 47 Male Bachelor’s 5 Sivas

K8 Pharmaceutical Sales Representative 48 Male Bachelor’s 9 Mugla (Fethiye)
K9 Graphic Designer 48 Male Bachelor’s 20 Mugla (Fethiye)
K10 Agricultural Engineer 25 Male Bachelor’s 3 Sivas

K11 Teacher 25 Male Bachelor’s 3 Diyarbakir

K12 Teacher 32 Female Postgraduate 3 Sivas

K13 Academic 40 Male Postgraduate 22 Antalya

K14 Academic 43 Male Postgraduate 20 Mugla (Fethiye)
K15 Teacher 45 Female Bachelor’s 3 istanbul

K16 Teacher 45 Male Bachelor’s 3 Sivas

K17 Self-Employed 40 Male Bachelor’s 15 Mugla (Fethiye)
K18 Teacher 47 Male Bachelor’s 15 Tokat

K19 Paragliding Pilot 45 Male Bachelor’s 25 Mugla (Fethiye)
K20 Pharmaceutical Sales Representative 42 Male Bachelor’s 10 izmir

Data Collection Tools

Two instruments were used: (i) a Personal Information Form
(age, gender, occupation, education, experience, flight
region) and (i) a literature-informed semi-structured
interview guide capturing flow dimensions (attention,
control, time perception) and sport-specific elements
(altitude, risk/fear management, use of thermals) (Akbulut et
al., 2024; Arslan-Ayazlar, 2015; Ertiirk & Ozkurt, 2024; Ertiirk
& Ozkurt, 2025).

Guide development and field-integrated piloting. The
interview guide underwent expert review for content
adequacy and was iteratively refined across all 20 interviews
(field-integrated piloting). Minor phrasing and sequencing
improvements identified after the initial interviews were
applied to subsequent sessions. In this way, conducting
piloting within the fieldwork aligned with RTA’s flexible
protocols and was implemented across the full interview set
(Finlay, 2002).

Interviews were contucted in April 2025, either face to
face (club offices/quiet rooms) or via secure online platforms
according to participant preference; the average duration
was 45 minutes. Each interview was held solely between the
interviewer and participant, audio-recorded digitally and
accompanied by field notes. At the end of each session, the
interviewer added reflexive memos. Interviewers had
experience in qualitative research and were familiar with
paragliding (a brief profile will be reported in COREQ).
(Arastaman et al., 2018; Arslan, 2022).

Research Questions

R1. How is the flow experience during flight described in
participants’ narrative s ?

R2. Through what mechanisms do challenge-skill balance,
sense of control and attention /focus shape the flow
experience?

R3. How are changes in time perception and loss os self-
awareness experienced during flow ?

R4. How does the autotelic nature of flow translate into
post-flight life and well-being?

Throughout data collection and analysis, team members
maintained reflexive journals and prepared a positionality
statement (e.g., familiarity with paragliding, flight-related
background, potential navigational knowledge,
methodological background and possible influences)(
Finlay,2002).

Data Analysis

Audio recordings were transcribed verbatim (clean verbatim)
in Turkish, and direct identifiers were removed to ensure
anonymity. Transcripts were imported into MAXQDA 2024;
documents were organized into logical groups by experience
duration and flight phases. Quotations are presented in
Turkish in the report, with researcher-provided English
equivalents added where appropriate (short quotations not
requiring back-translation) (Kuckartz & Radiker, 2019).
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Figure 1. Reflexive Thematic Analysis(RTA)- Cyclical Process

Analytic Procedures

Analysis comprised regular team meetings using a critical-
friend approach; decision points were time-stamped and
documented in the audit trail and memos. In keeping with the
interpretive nature of Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA),
quantitative inter-coder agreement indices (e.g., kappa)
were not employed. Instead, emphasis was placed oreflexive
team dialogue and the reporting of negative/disconfirming
cases.

Trustworthiness (Credibility, Transferability, Dependability,
Confirmability)

Credibility. Participant resonance (member reflections) was
conducted with selected participants to assess the
resonance of theme summaries and the richness of
interpretations (Finlay, 2002; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Rolfe,
2006).Transferability. Thick description was provided
regarding context and processes. Dependability. An audit
trail, time-stamped memos, and records of thematic
decisions were maintained. Confirmability. A positionality
statement, reflexive journals, and critical-friend sessions
underpinned confirmability (Shenton, 2004). Reporting was

structured with reference to relevant items of the COREQ
checklist (Tong et al., 2007

RESULTS

Qualitative analysis identified five overarching themes and
ten associated subthemes concerning the paragliding
experience. These themes were structured in line with the
Reflexive Thematic Analysis approach outlined by Braun &
Clarke (2006). Coding was conducted in MAXQDA, and
thematic saturation was observed under each theme,
supported by numerous illustrative data extracts from
relevant subthemes and codes.

Figure 1 summarizes the core themes and their brief
definitions. Each theme reflects distinct dimensions of
participants’ flow experiences, while inter-theme relations
coalesce into an integrated framework of flow (e.g.,
Challenge-Skill Balance and Sense of Control function as
antecedents of flow; Altered Time Perception and Loss of
Self-Awareness manifest as indicators of the flow state;
Autotelic Experience captures outcomes and spillover
effects.
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Table 2. Themes related to paragliding flow experience and their definitions

Theme Definition

Altered Sense of Time .
suspended in flow.

Challenge-Skill Balance and Flow boredom.

Loss of Self-Awareness . .
merges with action.

Sense of Control and Flow

Autotelic Experience and Life

Spillovers life are common.

During flight, time either seems to pass very quickly or to slow/stop; the concept of time is
When task difficulty matches pilot skill, flow occurs; imbalance shifts flow into anxiety or
Complete absorption reduces self-referential processing; the self recedes as the individual

Subjective control supports flow; perceived loss of control triggers panic and disrupts flow.
Flow is inherently rewarding; the ‘wish it would not end’ sentiment and positive carryover to daily

Based on the table above, the findings within each theme are
presented in detail below, accompanied by illustrative
participant quotations.

Table 3. Themess, subthemes and code frequencies concerning paragliding pilots’ flow experiences

Kod Sistemi K1 K2 K3 K4 K5 = Ké K7
(=4 Flow in the Sky
(@4 Change in Time Perception
(@ Time flies

(24 Stopping Time

(=4 Difficulty, Skill Balance, and Flow
(@4 Flow vs. Anxiety Transformation
(@4 Challenge-Skill Overlap

(=4l Loss of Self-Awareness

(=gl Full Focus
(@4 Getting Rid of the Feeling of I

(@1 A Sense of Control and a Sense of Flow
(@] Loss of Control and Panic
(&) Control Supports Flow

@y Autotelic Experience and Its Reflection
(@4 The Feeling of "I Wish It Wouldn't £
(=) Reflections on Daily Life

Code Matrix Visualization (Interpretive Guide)

This code matrix visualization depicts the density and
diversity of thematic codings derived from the narratives of
20 paragliding pilots (K1-K20) in the qualitative study titled
“Flow in the Sky.” Rows list the main themes and subthemes,
representing  experiential domains  articulated by
participants; columns display the analysis corresponding to
each participant.

Color Intensities and Their Meaning

Dark red squares indicate that a participant provided
numerous, content-rich statements related to the
corresponding theme—signaling that the theme was salient
and deeply experienced for that individual. Light blue and
paler tones indicate only limited engagement with the theme;
the code appears more superficially or indirectly in the data.
The color scale thus maps the qualitative depth of
engagement: red tones denote subjective intensity, whereas
blue tones reflect more marginal involvement.

K8

K9 K10 K11 K12 K13 K14 K15 K16 K17 K18 K19 K20
] ] n | ] ] ] ] | | ] ]
] ] ] ] | ] ] ] ] ] | |
] ] [ | ] ] ] ] ] [ | | | ]
] ] ] [ | ] [ ] ] ] ] [ | ] ]
] ] n | n ] ] ] | | ] ]
] ] [ | [ | ] ] ] ] [ | [ | ] ]
] ] ] | ] ] ] ] [ ] [ | ] ]

] ] ] [ ] ] ] [ | ] ]
] ] n | ] ] ] ] n | [ ] |
] ] [ | [ | ] ] ] ] [ | [ | ] ]
] ] [ ] [ | ] ] ] ] [ | [ | ] ]
] ] | | [ ] n | ] n ] n [ ] |
| | | | ] | | | | | | ] | | |
] ] [ ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ]
[ [ ] [ | [ ] [ [ [ [ ] ] ]

Square Size and Represented Value

Square size indicates coding frequency. Larger squares
signify multiple coded segments by the same participant
under that theme. For instance, if a participant engaged
extensively with both the “Flow vs. Anxiety Shift” and
“Challenge-Skill Threshold” subthemes under Challenge-
Skill Balance and Flow, the cell would appear large and red.
Smaller squares indicate a single code or brief engagement.

Thematic and participant saturation

The total column on the right shows how many participants
experienced each theme. For example, Sense of Control and
Feeling of Flow and Challenge—Skill Balance and Flow were
emphasized by nearly all 20 participants, evidencing strong
thematic saturation. The horizontal totals at the bottom
indicate how many distinct themes each participant
addressed. High code densities for individuals such as K5, K8,
K15, and K20 suggest multilayered, narratively rich accounts,
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thereby strengthening validity through data diversity and
depth.

Overall, the visualization functions not merely as a
frequency table but as an analytic map of participant-level
experiential richness and inter-theme intensity contrasts. In
qualitative studies, such visualizations bolster
representational clarity while enabling readers to witness an
analysis that remains tightly integrated with the data.

1. Altered Time Perception

Participants reported striking alterations in time perception
during paragliding. Some described the flight as having
“flown by” in the blink of an eye—hours compressed into
minutes—whereas others felt time slowed or even stood still.
These divergent perceptions indicate that time is subjectively
reshaped under intense flow. Shifts in time perception were
prominent when the challenge-skill balance was achieved
and a strong sense of control was present; when pilots were
optimally challenged and felt in command, temporal
distortions were more pronounced.

HMustrative quotations

“The flight was so enjoyable that | couldn’t tell when it
began or ended. When | landed, two hours had passed, but it
felt like just a few minutes.” (K06, Male, 11 years’ experience)

“The moment | started gliding, everything felt like slow
motion; time seemed to stop around me and | remained in
that moment.” (K10, Male, 3 years’ experience)

“In the air, | lost my sense of time; | couldn’t gauge how
long it had been. It was as if I'd entered a completely different
time zone, independent of the world.” (K14, Male, 20 years’
experience)

2. Challenge-Skill Balance and Flow

The alignment between the task’s challenge and the pilot’s
skill emerged as a trigger for flow. When the difficulty
matched their abilities, pilots reported entering deep flow:
the task was neither boring nor overwhelming, allowing
optimal arousal and full absorption. Conversely, when the
balance was disrupted—routes feeling far too hard or too
easy—flow shifted quickly into anxiety or boredom. High
challenge with insufficient skill elicited panic or helplessness,
whereas low challenge produced boredom and impeded
flow.

HMustrative quotations

“In the first minutes | was very anxious—thought | couldn’t
do it. But once | took control in the air and realized | could
handle it, the anxiety gave way to an indescribable pleasure.”
(K12, Female, 3 years’ experience)

“Course conditions matched my skill—neither too easy
nor impossible. Thanks to that balance, | felt comfortable
throughout and slipped into flow naturally.” (KO8, Male, 9
years’ experience)

“The difficulty level was just right. There were challenging
moments, but as | saw my skills were sufficient, | remained in
flow. If it had been much harder, | would probably have
panicked.” (K17, Male, 15 years’ experience)

3. Loss of Self-Awareness

Participants noted a reduction in self-awareness during flow
and a near-suspension of their usual inner dialogue. In a state
of total focus, self-referential monitoring receded to the
background. Potential distractors or self-questioning (e.g.,
“What if | fall?” or “How do | look right now?”) faded from
consciousness. This theme aligns with the “merging of action
and self” in the flow literature (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990)
demonstrating a lived experience of “forgetting the self”
during flight.

HMustrative quotations

“l was so focused while flying that | didn’t hear anything
around me. | even stopped talking to myself; | paid attention
only to the air ahead and the wing.” (KO3, Male, 15 years’
experience)

“l can say | even forgot myself. It was as if | didn’t exist—
only the flight did; my body and sense of self were in the
background.” (K15, Female, 3 years’ experience)

“My sense of ‘I' completely faded; | felt like a part of
nature. There was nothing else in my mind—I was simply
savoring the moment.” (KO7, Male, 5 years’ experience).

4. Sense of Control and Feeling of Flow

Perceived control directly shaped emotional responses and
entry into (or exit from) flow. When pilots felt everything was
under control, the flow experience deepened; when they
sensed a loss of control—especially amid unexpected events
(e.g., sudden gusts, suspected equipment malfunction)—
flow broke abruptly, replaced by fear or worry. Conversely,
confidence in one’s skills and successful management of
conditions fostered strong self-assurance and a palpable
feeling of flow. This pattern is consistent with the
“paradoxical control” highlighted in extreme-sport research:
despite high objective risk, pilots remain in flow as long as
they believe they can manage the situation (Kotler & Wheal,
2017).

HMustrative quotations

“When the wing jolted in a strong gust, | thought I'd lost
control and started to panic. | felt completely disconnected
from flow at that moment.” (KO2, Male, 9 years’ experience)

“l glanced down and realized how high | was; | feared |
might lose control. That brief panic dampened my enjoyment
for a few minutes.” (K10, Male, 3 years’ experience)

“The moment | knew everything was under my control, |
relaxed. As | felt total command of the wing, | surrendered to
the flow of the flight and the fear disappeared.” (K11, Male, 3
years’ experience)
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“Feeling that control was in my hands strongly nurtured
the sense of flow. As | mastered the toggles, my confidence
rose and | truly savored the flight.” (KO5, Female, 12 years’
experience)

5. Autotelic Experience and Spillovers to Life

Participants strongly emphasized the autotelic quality of
flow—its inherent reward without external incentives. Many
pilots did not want the flight to end, often wishing it had lasted
longer. The intense feelings of freedom, calm, and
accomplishment during flight carried over into daily life:
greater tolerance for stressors, increased composure,
heightened self-confidence, and higher life satisfaction.
Thus, flow is not merely momentary; it yields durable
psychological gains. Some participants said they felt “reborn”
after landing and eagerly anticipated the next opportunity to
fly.
Mustrative quotations

“When we landed, | said, ‘| wish it hadn’t ended.” The
feeling of flight was so good that | found myself wishing it

]

could have lasted a bit longer.” (KO5, Female, 12 years’
experience).

“This experience touched my life. The freedom and peace
| felt in the sky stayed with me; | don’t get hung up on daily
stresses like before.” (KO9, Male, 20 years’ experience).

“The flight ended, but its effect lasted for days. My
confidence grew, and | realized anything might be possible.
Now | want to capture that flow state in everyday life, too.”
(K18, Male, 15 years’ experience).

“It was incredibly satisfying. Even after landing, | couldn’t
stop thinking about it for a long time; | felt genuinely renewed
and couldn’t wait for the next chance.” (K13, Male, 22 years’
experience).

(Note: In all quotations presented in the Findings,
participants are coded as K1-K20; gender and years of flight
experience are indicated).

]

FReﬂections on Daily Life|

|Stopping Time|

@]

The Feeling of "I Wish It Wouldn't End|

|C0ntrol Supports Flow‘

]

Gl

\ / a
lFlow vs. Anxiety Transformation‘

‘Auth(elic Experience and Its Reflection in Life] [Change in Time Perception‘

—

Loss of Control and Panic|

[A Sense of Control and a Sense of Fl

N\

e
@ ‘Challenge-Skill Overlap|

IDifficulty, Skill Balance, and Flow|

l
N
N
& PN

lLoss of Self-Awareness'

/S \
& ]

[Full Focus| [Getting Rid of the Feeling of I

Figure 2. Core themes derived from the paragliding flow experience, their definitions and associated subthemes.

accumulated expertise, and (c) dynamic affective trajectories
from fear/anxiety to enjoyment (Barut et al., 2019).

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to examine, in depth, paragliding pilots’ in-
flight flow experiences, focusing specifically on (a) the core
experiential elements of flow, (b) antecedent conditions such
as challenge-skill balance, perceived control, and

Key Findlings and Reflexive Thematic Insights

The findings indicate that all elements of flow described by
Csikszentmihalyi (1990) were powerfully reported by
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paragliding pilots. Participants described marked alterations
in time perception, intense concentration, and a suspension
of self-consciousness. For example:

“The flight was so enjoyable that | couldn’t tell when it
began or ended. When | landed, two hours had passed, but it
felt like just a few minutes.” (KO6, male, 11 years’ experience).

Other participants likewise stated that time slowed or
seemed to stop (K10, K14). Within a Reflexive Thematic
Analysis (RTA) lens, these patterned accounts corroborate
the experiential salience of flow in an extreme-sport context
and support the credibility of the theme concerning time
distortion.

Challenge-Skill Balance

Aligned with established theoretical frameworks, optimal
alignment between task demands and pilots’ capabilities
emerged as a critical antecedent to flow. When this balance
was disrupted—tasks being too difficult or too easy—flow
deteriorated, sometimes giving way to anxiety or boredom.
For instance:

“In the first minutes | was very anxious—thought | couldn’t
do it. But once | took control in the air and realized | could
handle it, the anxiety gave way to an indescribable pleasure.”
(K12, female, 3 years’ experience).

These results parallel prior work identifying challenge-
skill balance as a prerequisite for flow across athletic contexts
(Fong et al., 2015; Lavoll & Vitterse, 2014; Swann et al., 2012).

Attenuation of Self-Consciousness

A consistent theme concerned the attenuation of self-
consciousness. Pilots described becoming absorbed in action
and “forgetting  themselves,”  thereby  echoing
Csikszentmihalyi's (1990) account of diminished self-
awareness:

“l can say | even forgot myself. It was as if | didn’t exist—
only the flight was there.” (K15, female, 3 years’ experience)

While most participants experienced this absorption
positively, some novices reported intermittent self-
questioning, suggesting that the depth of flow is contingent
on both skill level and situational context (Ertiirk & Ozkurt,
2025).

Perceived Control and the Transition from Fear to Flow

Perceived control emerged as a central determinant of
flow and facilitated the transition from fear to enjoyment.
Unexpected events (e.g., abrupt wind shifts) temporarily
disrupted flow:

“When the wing jolted in a strong gust, | thought I'd lost
control and started to panic.” (KO2, male, 9 years’ experience)

Strengths, Limitations, and Alternative Explanations

Methodological strengths include the use of Reflexive
Thematic Analysis, the integration of rich participant extracts,
and transparent documentation of analytic decisions through

an audit trail (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Shenton, 2004). Limitations include purposive sampling,
gender imbalance, potential recall bias, and the self-report
nature of the data—which may be susceptible to social
desirability—and the absence of concurrent physiological
measures (Paulhus, 1991). Alternative explanations such as
novelty effects or social desirability were considered;
triangulation and reflexive practices were employed to
mitigate these risks (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017).

CONCLUSION

Paragliding flow manifests as a multilayered construct
characterized by intense concentration, alterations in time
perception, a merging of action and awareness (attenuation
of self-consciousness), perceived control, and autotelic
enjoyment. The findings indicate that flow is not merely a
transient thrill confined to the flight itself; rather, by
facilitating fear regulation, consolidating self-confidence,
and enhancing capacity to cope with risk, it may exert
enduring effects on life satisfaction and subjective well-
being. The use of Reflexive Thematic Analysis afforded a
participant-centered = understanding, yielding  both
theoretical and practical contributions. These results inform
sport-psychology practice and flight training by enabling the
design of flow-supportive strategies calibrated to pilots’ skill
levels (Dilmag & Tezcan Kardag, 2024; Ertlrk & Ozkurt, 2024).

“The moment | knew everything was under my control, |
relaxed. As | felt total command of the wing, | surrendered to
the flow of the flight and the fear disappeared.” (K11, Male, 3
years’ experience)

RECOMMENDATIONS

Challenge-Skill Balance and Flow-Informed Instructional
Design:For novice pilots, task demands should be aligned with
foundational competencies and then progressively
intensified as skills develop. “Course conditions matched my
skill—neither too easy nor impossible. Thanks to that balance,
| felt comfortable throughout and slipped into flow naturally.”
(KO8, Male, 9 years’ experience) Flow states can be
monitored with brief instruments such as the Flow State Scale
or Dispositional Flow Scale (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Fong et
al., 2015; Jackson & Marsh, 1996; Levoll & Vitterse, 2014).

Scenario-Based Simulations to Strengthen Perceived
Control: ~ Emergency-management  training  should
incorporate contingencies such as wind shifts, canopy
deformations, and demanding thermal conditions. “The
moment | knew everything was under my control, | relaxed.
As | felt total command of the wing, | surrendered to the flow
of the flight and the fear disappeared.” (K11, Male, 3 years’
experience) Such training helps maintain optimal arousal,
lowers panic thresholds, and facilitates transition into flow
(Schuler & Nakamura, 2013).

Psychological Skills that Support Attenuated Self-
Consciousness and Altered Time Perception :Brief (5-7 min)
preflight breathing and attentional-focusing routines can be
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implemented. Postflight structured debriefs and flight logs
help document flow triggers and moments of lost control
(Finlay, 2002; Schén, 1983). “l can say | even forgot myself. It
was as if | didn’t exist—only the flight did; my body and sense
of self were in the background.” (K15, Female, 3 years’
experience)

Evaluating Program Efficacy via Biological and Subjective
Indicators : Wearables (HRV, respiration, portable EEG) can
be used to index flow objectively and integrated with
participant narratives. Autotelic experience and spillover into
daily life should be assessed longitudinally (Alameda et al.,
2022; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017).

Sustaining Participation and Enhancing Gender Diversity :
Provide experienced pilots with novel routes and
progressively challenging goals; foster mentor-mentee
pairings to transmit tacit knowledge (Swann et al., 2012). “The
flight ended, but its effect lasted for days. My confidence
grew, and | realized anything might be possible. Now | want to
capture that flow state in everyday life, too.” (K18, Male, 15
years’ experience) Develop role-model visibility and
mentorship programs to support women pilots (Ayazlar &
YUksel, 2018; Boudreau et al., 2020).
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