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COVID-19 has turned unfamiliar terms like “pandemic” and “social distancing” into
household ones. M. Gloria González-Morales at Claremont Graduate University
(CGU) wants to add one more to that list: “nano transitions.”

What are these?

If you’ve been working from home since the
pandemic began, the chances are good that you’ve
experienced a nano transition whenever you’ve
been pulled away from your computer to get the
mail, change the laundry, feed your kids, or let the
dog out.

González-Morales and her team of student
researchers at CGU use this term in their study of
the barrier separating work from the rest of one’s
life, which has become increasingly fluid and
porous during the long months of quarantine. The
term they’ve coined, says González-Morales, who
is an associate professor of psychology in the university’s Division of Behavioral
and Organizational Science, refers to tasks “that would have been seen as
counterproductive before the pandemic” or discouraged by one’s supervisor in the
past.

Some might say nano transitions are just a diplomatic way to refer to all those
annoying interruptions that take place during one’s workday, but that’s not right.
González-Morales cautions against thinking of these experiences in that way. In

For CGU’s González-Morales, 
‘Nano Transitions’ Are the Quarantine’s Silver Lining

fact, she and her students have shown how nano transitions are connected to
much larger transitions in people’s lives, like retirement or changing jobs, and an
area of psychological study known as “boundary theory.”

Taking a minute to go online and buy groceries or to post an update on Facebook,
or chase a toddler around the house can be examples of “nano transitions.”
González-Morales’s team says the interruption must be autonomous, intentional,
and regulated, also known by the acronym AIR. They must give our brains some
much-needed relief. These small shifts of attention are essential to staying
productive and avoiding burnout.

Quarantine has created an intense focus on how we organize our time and tasks
at home and provides scholars like González-Morales with unexpected
opportunities to explore the nature of the work-life balance. Her work with her
student researchers is also typical of the CGU academic experience, which
focuses on giving graduate students opportunities to apply their learning to the
real world rather than have them wait until after graduation.

Tiny shifts in our attention throughout the day, their work shows us, aren’t a
reason to feel irritated or guilty. On the contrary, such nano transitions are
essential to staying productive, avoiding burnout, and affirming our self-worth.
They teach us we’re capable of balancing our workflows with the rest of our lives,
she says, “and not because of who’s watching us or whether one’s coworkers are
there.”

That’s a valuable lesson González-Morales and her students hope will help
people in their post-pandemic lives.

González-Morales

O� ering a Breath of Life     
Abdullah Alismail helps people breathe. As a full-time 
respiratory therapist who is in charge of ventilator 
inventory for Loma Linda University Medical Center, 
he holds a crucial job in the face of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Alismail, a PhD student in Education, uses 
his CGU training to sharpen his research skills and 
help provide the best care possible for his patients. 
His is an inspiring story of courage. And compassion. 

Ignite Compassion: Explore CGU.

To read more about Abdullah and other 
CGU success stories, go to cgu.edu/ignite

#carrythefl ame

ABDULLAH 
ALISMAIL
PhD Student 
in Education
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