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Abstract: Work interruptions are considered one of the most common work 
stressors, which is why understanding interruptions is crucial for the long-
term health of employees. For this purpose, a survey was conducted to 
record work interruptions among N = 492 full-time employees in Germany. 
The results show that work interruptions are significantly negatively related 
to the general well-being of employees, with this relationship being mode-
rated by the age and technology affinity of the participants. In the light of 
demographic change, the technology-driven spread of new forms of work 
organisation and the rise in health-related absences due to psychological 
risks, it becomes particularly important to raise awareness of the potential 
effects of work interruptions at the workplace. 
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1.  Introduction 
 
Increasing digitalisation and the technology-driven emergence of new forms of work 

have led to profound changes in the world of work. In addition, desk work in particular 
has experienced a change due to the Covid-19 pandemic, leading to an increased use 
of digital technologies for large parts of the office workforce. Looking at the impact of 
these changes, it is noticeable that mental stress is gaining in importance. The 
increasing number of personnel absences and early retirements due to mental illness 
are the result (Stansfeld & Candy, 2006).  

When examining mental work stressors, work interruptions are considered to be one 
of the most common stressors (Baethge et al. 2015; BAuA 2020). On average, 
information workers spend more than two hours per day dealing with work interruptions 
(Marulanda Carter & Jackson 2012). Following the definition of Iqbal and Horvitz 
(2007), work interruptions can be defined as a temporary interruption of goal-directed 
actions and, based on the action regulation theory, interruptions disrupt the sequential 
action regulation process and can thus be regarded as a regulation obstacle (Hacker 
2003). Increasing frequency of work interruptions has been found to lead to higher 
emotional exhaustion, higher subjective stress and lower overall well-being (Puranik 
et al. 2020; Rigotti 2016). When examining the effects of work interruptions in the 
context of digitalised communication, it can be assumed that the effects may be greater 
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for older workers than for younger employees. First, techno stress develops more in 
older people than in younger people, which makes interruptions by technical devices 
perceived as more disruptive (Tams 2017). Furthermore, cognitive and biological 
changes occur with age, leading to a reduced ability to ignore interruptions and focus 
on one main activity (Greengard 2009; Tams et al. 2021). Therefore, older employees 
may be at a disadvantage when it comes to using technological devices for work and 
processing the interruptions mediated by these devices in a healthy way. However, 
there is also evidence to suggest that the relationship between age and the effects of 
technology-related interruptions may be more complex than previously thought. For 
example, Tams et al. (2021) were able to demonstrate that older persons were more 
susceptible to the effects of technologically mediated interruptions, although the 
experience with technological devices helped to mitigate the relationship. In contrast, 
according to Baethge et al. (2015) a higher age is associated with better mechanisms 
for coping with job demands, as skills in dealing with demands presumably become 
more routine and release cognitive resources in the process of regulating action. 
Baethge et al. (2015) underlined, that specifically young and less experienced nurses 
suffered significantly more from work interruptions, whereas older nurses were able to 
deal with work interruptions more efficiently. 

The aim of this study is therefore to examine the relationship between the frequency 
of work interruptions and the general well-being of employees, and to take a closer 
look at the moderating influence of the age of employees on the one hand and the 
moderating influence of the employees’ affinity for technology on the other. 

 
 

2.  Method 
 
The present study was conducted in the form of a one-day diary study in January 

2022. Data were collected via an online survey, and participants were contacted 
through a survey panel provider who accessed a random sample of panel members 
who met survey inclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria required that respondents were 
at least 18 years old, not older than 67 years, hold a digital office workplace, and were 
employed full-time. 

 
2.1 Measures 

 
For the following analysis, the baseline survey, collected before the start of the diary 

study, was used. Participants were asked to rate their general well-being using the 
burnout scale of the German version of the COPSOQ questionnaire (Lincke et al. 
2021) (answer options: "strongly disagree" (1) to "strongly agree" (5)). In addition, 
interruption frequency was measures using the corresponding item of the ISTA 
questionnaire (Semmer et al. 1999) (answer options: "never" (1), "seldom" (2), 
“occasionally” (3), “frequent” (4), very frequent (5)). To rate technology affinity, the 
corresponding item of the SUMI questionnaire was used (Kirakowski et al. 1993) 
(answer options: “I find most software difficult to use” (1), “I can cope with most soft-
ware” (2), "I’m experienced but not technical" (3), "I’m very experienced and technical" 
(4)). 
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2.1 Sample 
 

The sample consisted of 492 full-time office employees working in Germany. The 
sample included 45.5% female participants and 53.9% male employees, which is 
representative of the German working population. The age of participants ranged from 
21 to 67 years, with an average age of 43.9 years (SD = 11.9). Technology affinity was 
rated very high (M = 3.5, SD = 0.7), employee well-being with M = 2.58 (SD = 0.9) and 
frequency of interruptions with M = 3.9 (SD = 0.8) are in the mid-range. 
 
 
3.  Analysis 
 

First, a multi-stage screening of the responses received was carried out to ensure 
sufficient data quality. Participants with implausible completion times were excluded, 
using the relative speed index with a lenient cut-off of 2.0 as criterion (Leiner 2019). In 
addition, one attention check item was included, which participants had to pass 
(Shamon & Berning 2019).  

A moderation analysis was conducted to determine whether the interaction between 
employee age and interruption frequency, employee technology affinity and 
interruption frequency, and the interaction between age, technology affinity and 
interruption frequency predicted well-being (Figure 1). The analysis was performed 
using the SPSS PROCESS macro by Hayes (2022) (version 4.1, model 3), which uses 
ordinary least squares regression, yielding unstandardized coefficients for all effects. 
Bootstrapping with 5000 samples together with heteroscedasticity consistent standard 
errors (Davidson et al. 1993) were employed to compute the confidence intervals. All 
variables that defined products were mean-centred. Both moderators involved metric 
scales, which is why effect sizes were compared when moderators were one standard 
deviation below their mean, at their mean and one standard deviation above their mean 
to test for the presence of moderated effects, a common approach for metric 
moderators and following the approach of Hayes (2022).  

 

 
Figure 1: Analysed moderation model 
 
3.1. Descriptive statistics, reliability and correlation analyses 
 

Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to assess the internal consistency of the burnout 
scale used to measure general well-being. The internal consistency is satisfying, with 
Cronbach’s α = .88. The correlation analysis reveals that the age of the participants 
correlates significantly negatively with technology affinity and general well-being. 
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Furthermore, interruption frequency is significantly positively correlated with 
employees’ general well-being (Table 1). 

 
Table 1: Pearson correlation coefficients 

 Pearson correlation coefficient 
2 3 4 

Age (1) -.10* -.05 -.18** 
Technology affinity (2) 1 -.06 -.08 
Interruption frequency (3)  1 .26** 
Well-being (4)   1 

 
3.2. Moderating influence of employees’ age and technology affinity 

 
A moderation analysis was conducted to determine whether the interaction between 

employee age, employee technology affinity and interruption frequency predicts well-
being. The overall model is significant, F(7, 484) = 10.60, p < .001, explaining 12.6 % 
of the variance. Moderation analysis shows that the three-way interaction of 
interruption frequency, age and technology affinity moderated the effect between 
interruption frequency and well-being significantly, ΔR² = 1.3%, F(1, 484) = 4.85, 
p = .03, 95%-CI[.002, .029]. Neither age nor technology affinity acts as a moderating 
variable on its own. The following Figure 2 illustrates the differences in well-being 
between young and older employees for low and high interruption frequency and low 
and high technology affinity, whereby this refers to the moderators that are shown on 
the one hand at a standard deviation below the mean value (-1 SD) and at a standard 
deviation above the mean value (+1 SD). 

 

 
Figure 2: Moderation analyses with employees’ age and technology affinity as moderators 
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It becomes apparent that, in principle, a higher frequency of work interruptions is 
associated with a lower well-being. If the moderators are considered, it can be seen 
that the effects of the interruption frequency on well-being is significantly more negative 
for older and less technologically affine employees than for the highly technologically 
affine employees. This effect is evident at a low interruption frequency, but decreases 
with increasing interruption frequency. 
 
 
4.  Discussion 
 

As the global workforce ages and digital technologies and their associated work 
interruptions increase, it is important to examine how interruptions affect employees 
and, more specifically, how they affect older employees. Research results to date are, 
on the one hand, scarce and, on the other hand, inconsistent in terms of results. The 
results of this study first confirm the findings that work interruptions have a stronger 
impact on older employees compared to younger employees, in line with Tams (2017). 
Furthermore, it can be confirmed that the technology affinity of older employees can 
mitigate the negative effects of work interruptions, again in line with findings of Tams 
et al. (2021). In addition, the results can be specified in the sense that these effects 
apply in particular to employees with a lower interruption frequency. It can therefore be 
assumed that there are other influencing factors. Here, experience in dealing with work 
interruptions could be an explanation, if one assumes that people who often have to 
deal with work interruptions in their daily work routine have learned strategies and rules 
for dealing with them, so that the negative effects are less pronounced. This is in line 
with Baethge et al. (2015), who postulated that mechanisms for coping with work 
demands can be learned, so that dealing with demands presumably becomes more 
routine and cognitive resources can be released in the process of regulating action. 

The study conducted has some limitations that need to be taken into account when 
interpreting the results obtained. Firstly, the study only examined the perspective of 
one country and one occupational setting. The sample included only German 
participants and the focus was on digital office workplaces, thus it is still unclear to 
what extent these findings are transferable to other populations. Furthermore, due to 
the fact that cross-sectional data was used, longitudinal effects and causal conclusions 
between work interruptions and the (negative) effects are not possible. Furthermore, 
the data show on the one hand that the majority of participants rate their well-being as 
very good, and on the other hand their affinity for technology as very high, which may 
explain the low explanation of variance.   

Nevertheless, the study highlights the complexity of work interruptions and their 
effects in digital workplaces. The goal should therefore be to provide individualised 
support based on employees' individual skills and abilities in order to maintain mental 
and physical health in the long term. 
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