
ABSTRACT
The aim of this study was to investigate whether specific indicators of interruptions at work are related to negative short-
term consequences of strain throughout a workday under conditions of high time constraints and low control. To do this, 
40 tram drivers were accompanied for one workday. The additional temporal effort due to interruptions as well as the 
proportion of work breaks with delays was recorded via observations. Negative short-term consequences of strain were 
measured every two hours via a questionnaire. Multilevel modelling indicated that the additional temporal effort due to 
interruptions was a significant predictor of an immediate fatigue reaction, whereas there was a delayed fatigue und stress 
reaction to shortened breaks due to interruptions. The results are interpreted in terms of the compensatory effort the 
drivers use to compensate for shortened breaks and extra time due to interruptions. Furthermore, implications for the 
measurement of interruptions as well as for the occupation of tram drivers are discussed.
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psychology of the German Psychological Society (September 2017). Furthermore, some of the data (strain ratings) are included in a 
manuscript, which was publicated in another journal (Kästner, Schweden, & Rau, 2019). The general research issue is different, as the 
dependent strain variables are analyzed regarding other independent variables. The manuscript at hand is included in the doctoral 
thesis of the first author.

1 Introduction

The present study aims to gain insight into the 
relationships between interruptions at work and 
negative short-term consequences of strain if a job is 
characterized by high time constraints and low control. 
Following Baethge, Rigotti, and Roe (2015) in relation 
to Brixey et al. (2007), interruptions can be defined as 
temporary externally caused incidents at work that 
force a person to stop a goal-directed action. They 
usually come along with unpredictable extra tasks that 
must be accomplished before continuing the primary 
task and thus additional temporal effort must be made 
(Baethge et al., 2015; Rigotti, 2016). Furthermore, 
interruptions have an unpredictable nature and are 
not usually part of the regular schedule (Claessens, 

van Eerde, Rutte & Roe, 2010). Interruptions that 
come with extra temporal effort should have a more 
negative impact when there is very little time and few 
opportunities to control the work process (Baethge et 
al., 2015; Li, Magrabi & Coiera, 2011).

Taken together, interruptions at work have been 
the subject of numerous studies in the past. Two 
German Reviews (Baethge & Rigotti, 2010; Rigotti, 
2016) point to the negative impact of interruptions 
on health and well-being (e.g., irritation: Baethge & 
Rigotti, 2013; physical complaints: Lin, Kain & Fritz, 
2013; depression: Rout, Cooper & Rout, 1996; burnout: 
Holden et al., 2011) and especially on performance 
(Bailey & Konstan, 2006; Eyrolle & Cellier, 2000; Li 
et al., 2011). However, most of these cross-sectional 
studies were carried out in the health sector and mainly 


