
Executive Briefing
Quarter 3 - 2010

NWCOR Mission
The Northwest Center for Organizational Research exists to 

advance the understanding, practice, and development of  
managerial leadership methods that are both ethical and optimal 

for organizational performance.

Scientist-Practitioner
 “…a scientist-practitioner would be in my opinion, the ideal label for every manager. 

I would describe a scientist-practitioner as someone running something,  
but doing so in a way that applies science to the decisions and actions taken.  

Indeed, a scientist-practitioner knows enough to interpret good science.” 

Bruce J. Avolio, PhD



About the Author…
Wendy S. Cook (formerly Harman) holds a PhD in business administration from the University of 
Washington. She is an assistant professor of management at Central Washington University and 
a contributing member to the Northwest Center for Organizational Research. She has published 
in Academy of Management Journal, Journal of Behavioral and Applied Management, Current Directions 
in Psychological Science, SIOP Original Frontiers Series, and the APA Handbook of Industrial and 
Organizational Psychology. Her research and consulting focuses on retaining the best employees, 
increasing productivity, emotions in the workplace, negotiations, and manager interpersonal  
training and development.



Introduction
At the Northwest Center of Organizational Research, we strive to make our research directly 
applicable to managers. The research in this edition of the NWCOR Executive Briefing is touching 
on a subject we all experience multiple times during a given day. The purpose of these studies was 
to determine how emotionally draining interruptions are, whether or not interruptions can become 
normal and therefore not be disruptive, and what type of productivity time is actually lost due to an 
interruption.

Executive Summary
The modern workplace is a fast-paced environment where there are many opportunities to be 
interrupted during the workday. Some jobs require more interruptions, as is the case of a manager  
or administrative assistant. In these jobs, interruptions are a part of the duties of the position, and 
like other duties, may become nothing more than normal routines for the individuals experiencing 
them. For instance, if the rush of employees needing advice from their managers happens at the 
beginning of the workday so they can get started on a project, then a manager could expect and plan 
for it thereby reducing the impact of the interruptions.1

Whether interruptions are disruptive or not has been the basis of much research in cognitive 
psychology and organizational research. Theory suggests that interruptions can provide a welcome 
distraction from a boring task, yet they can also put an individual behind in his or her work such  
that negative emotions are induced. The research evidence suggests that we experience different 
types of interruptions. Intrusions are what we would refer to as an interruption where we stop 
working on something to attend to something else, breaks are predetermined interruptions (e.g., 
lunch), and distractions are competing stimuli that can slow work progress.2 As intrusions and 
distractions are less controlled by the individual than deciding when to take a break, this research 
focused on those two types of interruptions.

Purpose of the Study
This study was designed to better understand the process of interruptions, how our emotions are 
influenced by interruptions, and what happens to our work progress as a result of being interrupted. 
Most importantly, this research was undertaken in the hopes of exposing potential problems and 
solutions so that business leaders can take proactive steps toward curbing and possibly eliminating 
productivity loss due to uncontrollable interruptions.

Interruptions:  
What is the impact 
on productivity?
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Procedures
Two studies were conducted. The first looked at administrative assistants and their normal workdays, 
and the second looked at management students working on an assessment center exercise. As 
management students nearing graduation, they were used as a proxy for a new manager.

Study 1
In the first study, 44 administrative assistants recorded the last interruption they experienced every 
day for 10 days (K = 440). Having them record their reactions to every interruption they experience 
throughout the day would have been ideal, but with the concern that the survey would extend the 
time devoted to the interruption itself, the last interruption of the day was considered the least 
intrusive and confounding in the study.

The administrative assistants, as a part of their daily job duties, dealt with internal and external 
customers and were interrupted repeatedly throughout the day. They reported feeling behind on 
their work as a result of the interruptions and even when they reported feeling good about the 
interrupting person (it was someone they like or they enjoyed the interaction), once they returned 
to work, the positive emotions changed to negative ones when they realized the amount of work still 
facing them.

So what does this tell us? Individuals whose job it is to be interrupted all day long with little to 
no control over that interruption experience loss of productivity and negative emotions as a result 
of any interruption—even those that would be expected to alleviate boredom or that come from 
someone the person enjoys. Previous theory would suggest that interruptions could become a part of 
a person’s normal routine, and yet these individuals for whom interruptions are a regular occurrence, 
did not experience interruptions as a part of a normal, non-disruptive routine.3 As interruptions 
become more and more pervasive, and the use of e-mail, texting, and instant messaging as an 
instantaneous method of communication increases (at least believed on the part of the sender), what 
will the result be for business? To begin to understand this question, the second study employed a 
controlled environment where the actual time lost to interruptions was tracked.

Study 2
The second study was a controlled experiment designed to look more closely at the actual loss of 
productivity time. Participants were management students who worked on an in-basket exercise 
similar to those used in assessment centers designed to ascertain which individuals have management 
potential. The outcomes were compared with regard to quality of the responses to the in-basket 
materials, and the participants were of the same high quality, thus had this been an actual assessment 
center, these participants would have been able to be considered for management positions.  
Fresh out of school, these management students would be working on tasks such as those in the 
experimental in-basket exercise in their new roles as managers.

They were told they had 30 minutes to complete the exercises, and the in-basket exercises consisted 
of e-mails sent to managers needing various levels of cognitive and emotional engagement. In the 
more engaging conditions, the e-mails were emotionally laden, such as two co-workers who were 
looking to the manager to resolve a dispute. In the less engaging conditions, the e-mails had no 
interpersonal problems to be solved, and rather focused on administrative duties (e.g., “The copy 
machine is down on the third floor. Please use the one on the second floor instead.”). In essence, 
the more complex messages required more consideration to arrive at an appropriate response and 
the less complex messages required less consideration to arrive at the appropriate response. The 
participants were instructed to record what action needed to be taken with regard to the e-mails;  2



do nothing, respond immediately, forward the e-mail, craft a response and check with legal, etc.  
Their responses were then checked for accuracy and for management quality. The responses were 
all of high quality, that is to say, the participants chose the correct actions with regard to the e-mails,  
and this gave the researchers confidence in their ability to function as new managers.

During the experiment, the participants were interrupted by either an intrusion or a distraction that 
lasted for 60 seconds. During the interruption, they were told either that they had to give a detailed 
presentation to faculty or that they had to mention their strategy for answering the e-mails to the 
research assistant as they left the experiment. During the distraction, the participants overheard the 
researcher telling one person that he or she would need to give a presentation or discuss strategy as 
they left the experiment.

What we found
• Intrusions resulted in more lost productivity time than did distractions.
•  High anxiety leads to longer time to complete a task regardless of the type of interruption 

(see Figure 1).

A 60-second interruption resulted in:
• 8:06 – 8:08 minutes of lost productivity time when the interruption was an intrusion.
• 1:28 – 5:21 of lost productivity time when the interruption was a distraction.
•  The complexity of the materials determined the upper and lower boundaries with the less 

complex materials resulting in more lost productivity time.

Figure 1: Productivity loss by interruption type and level of anxiety.

Implications for Managers
• Emotions matter

•  Negative emotions will slow progress on tasks, and individuals need to take time to cope 
with these emotions. This coping takes additional time away from productivity above 
that devoted to the interruption. 3



•  High anxiety is detrimental to performance regardless of the type of interruption. 
Employees who are fearful for their jobs may experience a drop in performance as their 
anxiety levels increase. Adding intrusions on top of anxiety significantly decreases 
performance.

• Interruptions don’t become simply another part of a person’s job

• Unlike other tasks on the job where employees improve over time, thus making the task 
easier and quicker to complete, interruptions may not become easier to manage over time. 

• The productivity losses will likely increase as we become more and more inundated with 
opportunities to be interrupted (e.g., cell phones, instant messaging, texting, e-mail).

These studies only looked at uncontrolled interruptions and found them to be detrimental to 
performance. Interruptions that individuals can control, however, do tend to result in more positive 
emotions4 and should, therefore, result in less lost productivity.

Ways of alleviating the impact of interruptions, as they cannot be completely eliminated, have been 
tested by NWCOR researchers and others.5 There are several different mechanisms that can be 
used to alter the impact of interruptions and these mechanisms need to be understood in light of the 
needs of the organization.

Four steps to alleviating interruptions:

1. Stop interrupting employees.

If employees are required to answer e-mails and instant messages right away, they are being 
interrupted—and the company is reducing their productivity. Employees need to be able to limit  
the number of interruptions and be trained on how to deal with interruptions when they occur.

2. Training employees to handle interruptions.

Interruptions are unavoidable, and though they can be minimized, employees still need to be 
able to cope with the productivity loss and their emotions. Assertiveness training, so they can 
feel comfortable letting an interrupting person know they are busy, will result in two outcomes:  
the individual will experience fewer interruptions and experience more control over his or her  
work flow.

3. Create a culture that supports non-interruption.

Employees and managers can benefit greatly from setting aside time when the natural ebb and 
flow of work sees a minimum of interruptions. Setting a culture wherein every workday, individuals 
can cut off access from external sources for two to four hours, depending on need, will allow for 
uninterrupted work to be accomplished. This can result in productivity increases and increased 
feelings of satisfaction as employees can see a job from start to finish.

4. Allow for internally generated interruptions to occur.

Detrimental to productivity is external, uncontrollable interruptions. People have a need to interrupt 
themselves when they need to think about work. Taking a quick break, a short walk, getting a coffee 
all give the brain time to do its work.4



Combating the negative effect of interruptions is dependent on the needs of the particular 
organization. For further information on dealing with the negative outcomes from interruptions, 
please contact the researchers at NWCOR.
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Dr. Wendy Harman
Prof. William Provaznik

Established by the CWU College of Business, the Northwest Center for Organizational Research 
(NWCOR) will be a leader in researching and disseminating answers to questions on ethical 
leadership and management of organizations. The NWCOR has the following goals:

• To establish a close partnership between academia and industry
•  To address critical ethical leadership and management issues in real time by providing 

practical managerial implications to academic research at CWU
•  To collaborate on research projects related to ethical leadership and management with the 

corporate community
• To provide networking opportunities with academia, practitioners, and students
• To increase the involvement and visibility of the College of Business across industries
•  To provide opportunities for student interaction and involvement (i.e., internships, 

employment) with organizations and professionals

If you would like more information on this topic or on applying this research to your firm, please 
contact Wendy Cook at harmanw@cwu.edu.

If you would like physical copies of this briefing for dissemination or information on consulting or 
research in your firm, contact us at james.avey@nwcor.com.
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