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Transition Toolkit

A framework for designing how attention moves between states, not just the states
themselves.

The Calm Design Framework identifies six attentional states. This toolkit addresses
what happens between them: for each pair of states, it maps a design lever —what to
change in the system— and the effect pattern that change tends to produce.

Interventions fall into three families: restorative transitions move toward Calm,
supporting recovery and regulation. Productive coherence transitions move between
Engaged, Flow, and Introspective, supporting continuity and agency. Extractive-risk
transitions move toward Captured or Overwhelmed, mapped here as patterns to
recognize and reduce, never as design goals.


http://calmdesignlab.com
mailto:contact@calmdesignlab.com

How to Use the Toolkit

Start from where the product is now, not where you want it to end up. Use the
indicators appendix below to identify the attentional state your product currently tends
to produce, then find that state's section.

Within each section, interventions are ordered by family: restorative and productive
coherence transitions first, since these are the actionable design work; the
extractive—risk transition is marked separately at the end, as a caution, not a recipe. If
your product already matches a caution pattern, treat that as a signal to look upstream
at what's driving it, not a target to optimize toward.

Use the quick-reference grid to locate a transition fast. Use the full entries, and the
worked examples, when you're ready to act on one.

Quick—-Reference Grid
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Appendix: Identifying Attentional States

Example

Behavioral
indicators

Experiential
indicators

Captured
Attention is
externally pulled
and sustained
beyond intention

Endless social
media scrolling
after intending to
stop

Time compression,
difficulty
disengaging,
repeated loops

Dense, interruptive,
stimulus heavy
environments

Tension, restless
activation,
automatic gestures

Compulsive return
patterns, short high
frequency sessions,
use despite stated
intention not to

Reported regret
after use, inability
to stop, sense of
time lost

Overwhelmed
Attention can no
longer sustain
incoming demands

Managing multiple
notifications while
multitasking under
pressure

Fragmented time,
urgency, temporal
overload

Chaotic, noisy,
cognitively
saturated
environments

Fatigue, stress,
sensory overload

High abandon rates,
error frequency,
multi app switching
during session

Reported stress,
confusion, fatigue

Calm

Attention is
available, regulated,
and non compulsive

Sitting with a cup
of tea before
beginning work

Spacious sense of
time, no urgency

Soft, legible,
supportive
environments

Relaxed alertness,
balanced energy

Low scroll velocity,
high dwell without
compulsive action,
voluntary return

Reported sense of
readiness,
availability, ease

Engaged
Attention is
intentionally
directed toward
meaningful activity

Reading an article
attentively or
completing a
meaningful task

Present oriented,
steady pacing

Clear, navigable,
supportive
environments

Active but balanced
embodiment

Moderate
interaction pace,
task completion,
deliberate
navigation

Reported
satisfaction with
session, sense of
agency

Flow
Attention becomes

Deep creative work
or immersive

Altered sense of

time, continuity,

Environment
recedes into

Energized
immersion, fluid

Extended session
without switching,

Reported time
distortion,

deeply absorbed in |gameplay duration fades background action high completion, absorption, intrinsic
continuous activity support return by choice motivation
Introspective Journaling, Expanded or Quiet, low demand, | Grounded stillness, [Long dwell without J Reported reflection,

Attention turns
inward toward
reflection and
internal connection

reflective reading,
meditation

slowed sense of
time

contemplative
environments

subtle bodily
awareness

interaction, return
to same content,
slow navigation

internal connection,
expanded time
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1. From Captured

From Captured, attention can move toward: Calm, Engaged, Flow, Introspective, or, if
unaddressed, deepen into Overwhelmed.

1.1 Captured » Calm
Goal: release the extraction loop.
Design levers:

Introduce friction before continuation
Add session boundaries

[
[
e Remove infinite progression patterns
[

Replace push triggers with opt-in actions.

Effect: interrupts compulsive continuity and restores attentional availability.

» Worked example: A news app removes its infinite feed, closing each

session with a “you're caught up” screen instead of auto—loading more
stories. Users still return daily, but by choice, not by momentum.

1.2 Captured -~ Engaged
Goal: convert passive pull into intentional action.
Design levers:

e Clarify the purpose of content
e Introduce task framing ("why are you here")
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e Group content into intentional units
e Add progress visibility.

Effect: shifts attention from reactive consumption to directed interaction.

» Worked example: A shopping app replaces its endless recommendation

feed with a short quiz (“What are you shopping for today?”).

1.3 Captured ~ Flow
Goal: redirect extraction into immersion.
Design levers:

Remove external interruptions
Collapse the interface into single-task mode

[ J
[ J
e Eliminate switching pathways

e Extend continuity of one activity.

Effect: transforms scattered attention into sustained absorption.

» Worked example: A coding assistant, noticing long uninterrupted typing,

silently suppresses unrelated suggestions.
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1.4 Captured  Introspective
Goal: slow external pull into reflection.
Design levers:

Insert pause screens
Add reflection prompts after consumption

[ ]
[ ]
e Introduce "save and revisit later" states
[ ]

Reduce immediacy of next content.

Effect: interrupts the external loop and redirects attention inward.

» Worked example: A social app inserts a one-line reflection prompt after

ten minutes of scrolling, instead of another autoplay video.

1.5 Captured » Overwhelmed (avoid)

Not a design goal. Included because it happens often enough in practice to be worth

recognizing.
Drivers to watch for:

e Increasing notification density
e Introducing competing calls to action
e Escalating urgency signals

Effect: breaks the coherence of attention through overload.
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2. From Overwhelmed

From Overwhelmed, attention can move toward: Calm, Engaged, Flow, Introspective.

2.1 Overwhelmed > Calm
Goal: restore baseline regulation.
Design levers:

Reduce visual density
Simplify interface hierarchy
Hide secondary actions
Reduce notifications

Introduce focus mode.

Effect: decompresses cognitive load and restores attentional space.

» Worked example: An inbox that auto—collapses everything except three

flagged emails after days of neglect.

2.2 Overwhelmed -~ Engaged
Goal: structure chaos into action.
Design levers:

e Break tasks into steps
e Introduce guided flows
e Prioritize one action at a time
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e Remove parallel demands

Effect: converts fragmentation into directed effort.

» Worked example: A project management tool facing user overwhelm

replaces its all-tasks dashboard with a single "next action” view. Users
complete more, not by working faster, but by facing less at once.

2.3 Overwhelmed  Flow
Goal: contain overload into continuity.
Design levers:

Lock into a single workflow
Eliminate interruptions

[ J
[ J
e Enforce sequential progression
e Reduce decision points

Effect: stabilizes attention into continuous execution.

» Worked example: A design tool locks into single-layer editing when it

detects rapid tool-switching.
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2.4 Overwhelmed - Introspective
Goal: transform overload into meaning-making.
Design levers:

Add recovery screens after failure
Prompt reflection on experience

[ J
[ J
e Slow system feedback loops
[ J

Introduce journaling moments.

Effect: converts cognitive saturation into reflective processing.

» Worked example: A budgeting app offers one simple question (“What's

the one expense bothering you?”) instead of a full spreadsheet view.

2.5 Overwhelmed » Captured (avoid)

Not a design goal. Included because it may be the most common real-world drift:
overload doesn't just fragment attention, it often triggers escapist over-consumption as
a coping mechanism.

Drivers to watch for:

e No simple “do less” option when a system feels dense
e Zero-effort content positioned as the only relief valve (autoplay, infinite feeds)
e No guided path back to Calm

Effect: converts overload into compulsive avoidance. Attention doesn't rest, it flees into
something that asks nothing of it.
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» Worked example: After a stressful, notification—heavy work session, a user
opens a short-video app not to enjoy it but simply to stop thinking.

Overwhelm resolving into capture instead of recovery.
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3. From Calm

From Calm, attention can move toward Engaged, Flow, Introspective, or, through
inattentive design, drift toward Captured/Overwhelmed.

3.1 Calm ~ Engaged
Goal: activate intentional action.
Design levers:

Clear entry points ("start")
Contextual invitations

[
[
e Lightweight task framing
[

Visible affordances.

Effect: moves from availability to directed participation.

» Worked example: A recipe app shows one “start cooking” button once a

dish is chosen, instead of more suggestions.

3.2 Calm — Flow

Goal: deepen into immersion.
Design levers:

e Remove interface chrome
e Enable focus mode
e Suppress interruptions
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e Stabilize context.

Effect: transitions from openness into deep continuity.

» Worked example: A writing app enters "focus mode” only after a user has
been typing steadily for a few minutes, meeting them in Calm and letting

the interface itself recede as they move toward Flow, rather than forcing
focus mode from the first keystroke.

3.3 Calm -~ Introspective
Goal: shift toward reflection.
Design levers:

End-of-session prompts
Journaling entry points

[ J
[ J
e Recap summaries

e Gentle temporal slowing.

Effect: redirects available attention inward.

» Worked example: A weather app surfaces a line from a saved journal

entry instead of another notification, on a quiet morning.
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3.4 Calm - Captured/Overwhelmed (avoid)
Drivers to watch for:

e Push notifications
e Urgency framing
e Feature-overload onboarding.

Effect: disrupts calm regulation into reactive states.

» Worked example: A meditation app that shows a streak counter and

leaderboard right after a calm session.
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4. From Engaged

From Engaged, attention can move toward: Flow, Calm, Introspective, or, under
pressure, degrade toward Captured/Overwhelmed.

4.1 Engaged -~ Flow
Goal: deepen sustained action.
Design levers:

Remove interruptions mid-task

[ J
e Reduce decision branching
e Auto—advance steps

[ J

Increase continuity of feedback

Effect: moves from deliberate action into immersion.

» Worked example: A language-learning app removes the “end lesson”
prompt after each exercise during active study streaks, letting motivated

users move from consciously practicing (Engaged) into extended, absorbed

sessions (Flow) without an artificial stop.

4.2 Engaged - Calm
Goal: close the action loop cleanly.
Design levers:

e Clear completion states

Calm Design Lab - calmdesignlab.com - Transition Toolkit



e Session closure feedback
e Reduce residual tasks
e Offer a rest state.

Effect: restores attentional neutrality after action.

» Worked example: A task app shows a plain “You're done for today” screen

once the day's priorities are checked off.

4.3 Engaged - Introspective
Goal: integrate the experience.
Design levers:

Post-task reflection prompts
Highlight outcomes

[
[ J
e Encourage note-taking
e Summarize activity.

Effect: transforms action into meaning.

» Worked example: A habit tracker ends the week with one open question

("What got easier?”) instead of a score.
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4.4 Engaged - Captured/Overwhelmed (avoid)

Drivers to watch for:

e Infinite task generation
e Multitasking pressure
e |Interruptions during execution.

Effect: breaks agency and coherence.

» Worked example: A to-do app that auto—generates new subtasks the

moment one is completed.
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5. From Flow

From Flow, attention can move toward Calm, Engaged, Introspective, or fracture into
Captured/Overwhelmed if interrupted carelessly.

5.1 Flow » Calm

Goal: gentle recovery.
Design levers:

Soft exit screens
Completion rituals

[
[
e A cooling—down interface
e Save—and-pause states

Effect: reintegrates attention after immersion.

» Worked example: A music—making app fades to a single “save and close”

button after a long session, with no further prompt.

5.2 Flow -~ Engaged
Goal: structure immersion into steps.
Design levers:

e Introduce checkpoints
e Break continuity into phases
e Add deliberation moments.
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Effect: moves from immersion to structured action.

» Worked example: A drawing app offers optional layer checkpoints after a

freeform session, letting the artist formalize the piece if they choose.

5.3 Flow -~ Introspective
Goal: extract meaning from immersion.
Design levers:

e Reflection after completion
e Creative review prompts
e Output analysis tools.

Effect: turns deep activity into insight.

» Worked example: A digital sketching tool prompts a brief visual review
—not a form, just the timelapse of what was made— right after a long

uninterrupted session, turning immersion into a moment of noticing rather

than an abrupt stop.
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5.4 Flow -» Captured/Overwhelmed (avoid)
Drivers to watch for:

e Notifications
e Urgency interrupts
e Forced context switching.

Effect: fragments sustained attention.

» Worked example: A game that interrupts a long focused session with a

limited-time offer pop-up.
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6. From Introspective

From Introspective, attention can move toward: Calm, Engaged, Flow, or be pulled out
into Captured/Overwhelmed if reflection is interrupted carelessly.

6.1 Introspective > Calm
Goal: stabilize reflection.
Design levers:

e Neutral exit states
e No immediate prompts
e A soft landing across screens.

Effect: preserves reflective equilibrium.

» Worked example: A journaling app that simply closes after an entry,

without prompting anything further.

6.2 Introspective - Engaged
Goal: translate insight into action.
Design levers:

e Convert reflections into tasks
e Suggest next steps
e Actionable summaries
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Effect: bridges inner awareness into outward activity.

» Worked example: A journaling app that detects a recurring theme across

entries gently surfaces it as an optional next step (“revisit this?”) rather

than an automated task, inviting the move from reflection into action
without converting the journal into a to-do list.

6.3 Introspective  Flow
Goal: activate creation from reflection.
Design levers:

e Turn notes into creative input
e Open a generative workspace
e Reduce friction into making

Effect: transforms insight into immersion.

» Worked example: A voice-memo app that turns a reflective note directly

into an open canvas for expanding the idea.
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6.4 Introspective » Captured/Overwhelmed (avoid)

Drivers to watch for:

e Intrusive notifications
e Social validation loops
e Urgency triggers.

Effect: disrupts reflective continuity.

» Worked example: A journaling app that shows other users’ entries and

like-counts next to the writing box.
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Closing questions

Which transition does your product make often, by design or by accident? And of the
ones it doesn't yet support, which would change the experience most, for the least
structural cost?
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