
ABSTRACT 
Employees exposed to high workload often compensate for this by extending their working hours. This diary study ex-
amines the relationship between workload, exhaustion, and two strategies for extending working hours: skipping breaks, 
and working longer than initially planned. The study analyses a sample of N = 87 employees and N = 639 measurement 
points with a multilevel structural equation model to investigate both within and between-person associations. The re-
sults showed that on days when the workload is higher than usual, participants were also more exhausted at the end of the 
working day. Also, the strategies skipping breaks and working longer were used more frequently on these days. However, 
there is no correlation between daily use of strategies and exhaustion. The study suggests analyzing the two strategies 
to extend ones working hours as separate constructs. On the between-person level, skipping breaks fully explains the 
association between workload and exhaustion. In the long run, this might have adverse effects on employees’ well-being.
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In the modern world of work, the demands on self-reg-
ulation are increasing. Employees are increasingly 
deciding when, where, and how long they work and 
how they take breaks (Messenger et al., 2017). When 
working from home, for example, it is very much up 
to the employees to make sure that they keep to their 
working hours and take breaks. Employees’ choices 
on taking breaks and on working hours have an im-
pact on both recovery during work and recovery after 
work. Longer working hours reduce recovery time af-
ter work. The current paper investigates two self-reg-
ulation strategies employees use to achieve their goals 
and analyses their associations between workload 
and exhaustion. The strategies describe two different 
ways of extending ones working hours. The develop-
ment towards more self-regulation is supported by 
(1) a stronger organizational orientation towards goal 
achievement (e.g., results only work environment 
(ROWE)) and (2) by the technical possibilities for mo-
bile-flexible working. While the technical possibilities 
are widely discussed as a component of digitalization 
in the world of work, the increased orientation to-
wards goal achievement is less reflected in psychology  

(Bal & Dóci, 2018). Therefore, we will focus more on 
this aspect in the following and discuss the ambiva-
lent effects on the health and motivation of employees 
(e.g., Matta, 2015; Seitz & Rigotti, 2018). 

In recent decades, leadership practices such as 
ROWE, objectives and key results (OKR), manage-
ment by results (MBR), or management by objectives 
(MBO) have become more and more prevalent. This 
may well be because such practices promise higher 
productivity (Rodgers & Hunter, 1991). For employees, 
however, these practices mean that success or failure 
at work is closely linked to how far objectives have 
(or have not) been achieved. As a result, employees 
become responsible for their work performance, and 
economic data become the primary indicator of per-
sonal success or goal achievement. Hence, employees 
are rewarded for achieving their goals but face nega-
tive consequences in case of failure. This means that 
it is no longer enough for employees just to make an 
effort; goals must also be met. In other words, em-
ployees have to behave as if they were self-employed 
(Bauman, 2000; Peters, 2011; Pongratz & Voß, 2003). 
This has opposite effects: On the one hand, it means 


