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Summary

This research sheds light on two crucial yet overlooked aspects of work interruptions:

the perspective of employees who initiate interruptions and the reasons behind

those interruptions. Building on earlier research on interruptions and theories on

employee motivation, we identified six key reasons for interruptions that we inte-

grated into a typology. This typology combined three interruption topics (perfor-

mance, belongingness, and hedonic well-being) and two interruption foci (benefitting

the interrupter and benefitting the interruptee; i.e., self-focused and other-focused).

We validated this typology using qualitative reports and a scale-development

approach, thereby creating the interruption-for-a-reason scale (IFRS). We found that

interruptions were typically initiated for good reasons and positively correlated with

social exchange constructs. That is, initiating interruptions was linked to requesting

social support and to performing prosocial behaviors to coworkers. Altogether, this

research contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of interruptions by

offering a new perspective on interruptions that addresses the complexities of this

phenomenon. Illuminating the interrupters' perspective and the various reasons for

interruptions is key to a more balanced examination of the positive and negative

aspects of interruptions.

K E YWORD S

scale development, social exchange, validation, work interruption

1 | INTRODUCTION

Although there are often good reasons for interrupting someone,

work interruptions—unexpected suspensions of the interrupted

employee's progress on ongoing work tasks (Puranik et al., 2020)—

have a bad reputation. Past research concluded that interruptions

impair performance and well-being (for reviews, see Leroy

et al., 2020; Puranik et al., 2020), and accordingly recommended to

reduce interruptions to a minimum (e.g., Baethge & Rigotti, 2013;

Pachler et al., 2018). Recently, scholars challenged this negative

stance and suggested to also address positive aspects of interruptions

(Bush et al., 2021; Puranik et al., 2021). Answering this call, we illumi-

nate two crucial yet neglected aspects of interruptions that are key to

a more nuanced understanding of the positive and negative aspects of

interruptions: the interrupting employees' perspective and the various

reasons for initiating interruptions.

Two limitations in the literature might have led to an overempha-

sis on interruptions' negative aspects. First, past research has concen-

trated on employees who are interrupted (i.e., interruptees) while
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neglecting employees who interrupt (i.e., interrupters; Puranik

et al., 2020). Exceptions include a few studies on how interrupters

decide to interrupt others (Rivera, 2014) and on the interrupters' con-

sideration for the interruptees (Dabbish & Kraut, 2004; Romero

et al., 2007). Focusing on interruptees might overestimate interrup-

tions' negative aspects because interruptions might be particularly dis-

turbing for persons who are interrupted. That is, interruptions might

occur at moments that are inconvenient for interruptees because of

interruptees' limited control over the timing and content of interrup-

tions (McFarlane, 2002; Seipp, 2019). As a result, interruptions usually

disrupt the interruptees' progress on ongoing tasks (Beck et al., 2017).

Second, most research emphasized disruptive effects of interrup-

tions on interruptees' goal progress, thereby treating interruptions as

a unidimensional construct (Puranik et al., 2020). However, besides

their disruptive nature, interruptions involve other less aversive facets

given that they are initiated for various reasons and tap into several of

the goals that employees pursue. Scholars have recently started

exploring these other aspects and subsequently reported positive

aspects of interruptions (Bush et al., 2021; Puranik et al., 2021;

Sonnentag et al., 2018). For instance, interruptions may encompass

pleasant social interactions that can foster social acceptance (Puranik

et al., 2021) or they may serve to discuss work-related issues which

may improve collaboration (Bush et al., 2021).

Given these limitations in the literature, the primary purpose of

this research is to illuminate the interrupters' perspective and their

multiple reasons for interrupting. Thus, our research extends the liter-

ature on interruptions in important ways. First, we introduce the per-

spective of the interrupters to research on work interruptions,

shedding light on why they initiate interruptions and what functions

interruptions serve for them. This step is critical for a more complete

understanding of interruptions because the interrupters are a central

component of interruptions. After all, interruptions typically involve

an employee who initiates them (Jett & George, 2003; Puranik

et al., 2021; Wajcman & Rose, 2011). Neglecting the interrupters' per-

spective would be unfortunate because the interrupters' well-being

and performance are crucial for organizational functioning. That is,

interrupters may initiate interruptions because they are beneficial for

them. Without considering the interrupters' perspective, scholars

overlook these potentially beneficial aspects of interruptions for

interrupters.

Second, we develop and validate a comprehensive typology of

the interrupters' reasons for initiating interruptions, thereby uncover-

ing the multidimensionality of interruptions. Analyzing qualitative

reports of interruption reasons and using a scale-development

approach, we provide evidence for the validity of our typology (for

similar approaches, Clark et al., 2020; Colbert et al., 2016). Because

our typology captures a broad range of interruption reasons, it

extends prior research that did not address the different facets of

interruptions.

Third, we illustrate the critical role that interruptions play in work-

place social exchanges by examining the unique relationships between

different interruption types and constructs related to social exchange.

For instance, some interruption types may be positively related to

interrupters requesting social support, while others may be positively

related to interrupters offering social support. Ultimately, we address

that interrupters initiate interruptions for good reasons and move

beyond exclusively focusing on the aversive, goal-disrupting aspects

interruptions have for interruptees. As a result, our research paves the

way for a better understanding of how employees can maximize

the benefits of interruptions while reducing negative ramifications.

2 | THE INTERRUPTION-FOR-A-REASON
TYPOLOGY

Work interruptions refer to unexpected encounters initiated by

coworkers that disrupt the interruptees' progress on ongoing work

tasks (Jett & George, 2003; Puranik et al., 2020). This interruption

subcategory has also been described as “intrusion” (Jett &

George, 2003). In this paper, we focus on interruptions that involve

face-to-face communication, such as a spontaneous visit from a cow-

orker in one's office. Face-to-face interruptions are prevalent across

occupations (Claessens et al., 2010; Leroy & Glomb, 2018;

Wajcman & Rose, 2011). For instance, Leroy and Glomb (2018) found

that interruptions occurred most frequently through face-to-face

interactions, accounting for 51% of all interruptions. Similarly,

Wajcman and Rose (2011) found that employees from a telecommuni-

cations company experienced an average of 12 face-to-face interrup-

tions per day. While face-to-face interruptions were limited at work

during the coronavirus pandemic, they may be prevalent again given

return-to-office policies by organizations like Apple (Gurman, 2022)

and Tesla (Wingard, 2022).

The interruption-for-a-reason typology outlines six key reasons

for why employees initiate interruptions. In this typology, we combine

three interruption topics (performance, belongingness, and hedonic

well-being) and two interruption foci (benefitting the interrupter and

benefitting the interruptee). We draw from theories regarding

employee motives to derive these interruption topics and foci (Bindl

et al., 2022; De Dreu & Nauta, 2009).

Specifically, the three interruption topics are rooted in two core

classes of human motives: instrumental motives (the desire to attain

delayed incentives or long-term goals) and hedonic motives (the

desire to experience pleasure and avoid pain; e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2001;

Tamir, 2009). Building on these core human motive classes, we pro-

pose that interruptions relate to the instrumental motives of improv-

ing work performance (performance interruptions) and fostering social

bonds (belongingness interruptions), and the hedonic motive to improve

affective states (hedonic interruptions). Our distinction between inter-

ruptions for performance reasons, belongingness reasons, and hedonic

reasons aligns with recent research on employee motives (Bindl

et al., 2022).

Organizational scholars have applied this distinction between

instrumental and hedonic motives in their research (Bindl et al., 2022;

von Gilsa & Zapf, 2013). Concerning instrumental motives,
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researchers typically differentiated between task-related outcomes

(e.g., job performance) and social outcomes (e.g., fostering good rela-

tionships) that employees strive to attain (de Wit et al., 2012;

Umphress et al., 2003). Our distinction between interruptions for

performance and belongingness reasons aligns with this research.

Furthermore, scholars have also frequently emphasized the impor-

tance of hedonic motives in driving employee actions (Judge &

Kammeyer-Mueller, 2011). These motives are also apparent in work-

place interactions where employees often seek to improve affective

well-being by providing emotional support to coworkers (Colbert

et al., 2016).

Next to distinguishing between the three interruptions topics, we

also differentiate between two interruption foci. While prior research

on interruptions commonly assumed that interrupters have self-

centered motives for interrupting (e.g., Puranik et al., 2020; Romero

et al., 2007), theories on work behavior emphasize that employees'

behaviors are motivated both by self-interest and a concern for

others' welfare (e.g., De Dreu & Nauta, 2009). Accordingly, we distin-

guish between interruptions that focus on benefiting the interrupters

themselves (self-focused interruptions) and interruptions that focus on

benefiting the interruptees (other-focused interruptions). Combining

the three motives and two interruption foci results in six distinct inter-

ruption types. Below, we explain each of the six interruption types in

more detail.

2.1 | Performance interruptions

Employees typically seek to perform well at work (e.g., Deci

et al., 2017). Social interactions can facilitate work goal achievement,

whether through the exchange of task-relevant information or the

provision of instrumental support (e.g., Colbert et al., 2016). Hence,

employees may initiate interruptions to improve their own or their

coworkers' work performance through the inherent social interactions

(performance interruptions). In line with this reasoning, prior research

described that interruptions can address task-related topics and

thereby be conducive to work performance (Bush et al., 2021; Jett &

George, 2003).

We distinguish between two types of performance interruptions.

First, interrupters initiate self-focused performance interruptions to

improve their own work performance, for instance, when asking for

help on a task. There is indirect support that these interruptions are

common in the workplace because employees frequently seek infor-

mal social interactions at work to request support on a work task,

feedback, or valuable information (for a review, Lim et al., 2020). Sec-

ond, we propose that employees initiate other-focused performance

interruptions to improve the interruptees' work performance, such as

by offering support on a work task, feedback, or valuable information.

Similarly, Jett and George (2003) argued that interruptees can benefit

from interruptions by receiving task-related information from inter-

rupters. In addition, research on prosocial behavior shows that

employees frequently and proactively support their coworkers with

their work tasks (Lee et al., 2019), and initiating interruptions might be

a way to proactively provide such help.

2.2 | Belongingness interruptions

Employees have a fundamental need for belongingness, that is, they

desire to be in positive social relationships with their coworkers

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Because work interruptions typically

involve social interactions between coworkers (Jett & George, 2003),

interruptions can be powerful tools for employees to satisfy their own

and their coworkers' belongingness needs. We use the term belonging-

ness interruptions to refer to such interruptions that serve to improve

belongingness, and we differentiate between two types of belonging-

ness interruptions.

First, interrupters initiate self-focused belongingness interruptions

to satisfy their own belongingness need. Because social interactions

with coworkers are the key to foster positive bonds at work

(Bhave & Lefter, 2018), interrupters can use interruptions to social-

ize with their coworkers and, thereby, satisfy their own belonging-

ness needs. Second, interrupters might interrupt their coworkers to

help them feel accepted and included through social interactions

(other-focused belongingness interruptions). Research from the inter-

ruptees' perspective supports the idea that interrupting others can

be an effective way to improve interruptees' belongingness. That is,

Puranik et al. (2021) found that getting interrupted can indeed con-

tribute to satisfying interruptees' belongingness need. In addition,

employees commonly reported that they felt more connected with

their work group when coworkers involved them in positive social

interactions, such as by offering social support (Van den Broeck

et al., 2016).

2.3 | Hedonic interruptions

Employees want to feel good at work, so that they seek to reduce

negative affect and increase positive affect (von Gilsa & Zapf, 2013).

Given that social interactions can lead to strong and instant changes

in employees' affective states (Kitayama et al., 2000; Quinn &

Dutton, 2005), employees might use the social component of inter-

ruptions to improve their own or their coworkers' affective states

(hedonic interruptions). For instance, after having been criticized by a

supervisor, employees might immediately seek emotional support

from coworkers to vent negative emotions. As another example for a

hedonic interruption, interrupters may turn to their coworkers and

make a joke that lightens their mood.

We propose two types of hedonic interruptions. First, self-

focused hedonic interruptions serve to directly improve the inter-

rupters' own affective well-being. After all, employees seek social

interactions to make them feel better (Owens et al., 2016) and

recover from stress while being at work (Zacher et al., 2014). Sec-

ond, other-focused hedonic interruptions are initiated to improve the

TOEBBEN ET AL. 3
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interruptees' affective well-being. For example, interrupters may

offer emotional support to interruptees who have undergone stress-

ful events by displaying compassion towards them (Colbert

et al., 2016).

3 | THE PRESENT RESEARCH

In this research, we introduce the interrupters' perspective to the

literature by examining their reasons for interruptions and the role

interruptions play in social exchanges. In Study 1, we analyzed

employees' qualitative reports of why they interrupt others at

work. This way, we examined whether our interruption-for-a-reason

typology covers the variety of interruption reasons occurring in

everyday work life. In Study 2, we developed the interruption-for-

a-reason scale (IFRS) to measure the six interruption reasons

outlined in the typology and subsequently validated its factor struc-

ture. In Study 3, we analyzed the unique relationships between

each of the six reasons for interruptions with constructs related to

social exchange.

4 | STUDY 1: EXAMINING INTERRUPTION
REASONS IN EVERYDAY WORK LIFE

We examined if the interruption-for-a-reason typology captures the

entire spectrum of interruption reasons by collecting and categorizing

qualitative reports of why employees initiate interruptions (for a

related approach, Colbert et al., 2016). Specifically, we systematically

collected the lived experiences of employees and, in doing so, exam-

ined if our theoretically derived typology of interruption reasons can

live up to employees' actual experiences at work (Wilhelmy &

Köhler, 2022).1

4.1 | Method

We recruited employees in German-speaking countries for participa-

tion in an online survey via social media pages, such as www.

facebook.com and www.xing.de. Persons who worked exclusively

remotely were not eligible for study participation because they might

not have been able to initiate face-to-face interruptions. As an incen-

tive, participants could take part in a lottery to win one of four

vouchers worth 20 Euros. This way, we collected qualitative reports

from 60 employees (47 female) from various occupations. Seven par-

ticipants (11.7%) were aged between 18 and 25, 17 participants

(28.3%) were aged between 26 and 35, 14 participants (23.3%) were

aged between 36 and 45, and 21 participants (35.0%) were 46 years

old or older. Thirty-four participants (56.7%) held a university degree.

Data collection took place from November 2022 to January 2023.

During this time, contact restrictions due to the coronavirus pandemic

at German workplaces were removed.

To assess the reasons for interruptions, we asked the participants

to write down the last three situations in which they interrupted a

coworker. Then, we instructed participants to list the reasons for why

they interrupted their coworkers in each situation. The participants

could list up to 25 reasons per situation. As a result, the

participants provided a total of 391 descriptions of reasons for inter-

ruptions. Two independent raters (one of them being the first author

of this article) coded these descriptions by using the categories of our

interruption-for-a-reason typology, combinations of the various cate-

gories in our typology, and a category of reasons not covered in our

typology.

4.2 | Results and brief discussion

The interrater agreement was 83.6% (Cohen's κ = .76). Table 1 sum-

marizes the categorizations and provides examples of each category

based on the participants' descriptions. Most descriptions (85.9%)

were categorized as one of the interruption types in our typology or a

combination of them. Specifically, most descriptions (47.1%) involved

self-focused performance interruptions, while other interruption types

were mentioned less frequently. Of note, several interruption

types often occurred in combination (22.5%). Typical combinations of

interruption types were self-focused performance interruptions and

other-focused performance interruptions (56.6% of all combined

interruption types) and self-focused belongingness interruptions and

other-focused belongingness interruptions (13.3% of all combined

interruption types). Furthermore, the raters categorized 6.9% of all

reasons as reasons not covered in the typology. These other reasons

related to discussing work-unrelated tasks and duties (e.g., sharing a

car to commute to work), solving interpersonal conflicts with

coworkers, and exchanging pleasantries with coworkers (e.g., wishing

them a nice weekend). However, because the reasons not covered in

the typology were very diverse, no clear and theoretically compelling

category emerged that would warrant expanding the typology. Finally,

the raters could not categorize 7.2% of the descriptions into any cate-

gory because the participants did not provide sufficient information.

Overall, because most reasons could be sorted into the interruption-

for-a-reason typology, we conclude that the typology covers the

entire spectrum of interruption reasons sufficiently well.

5 | STUDY 2: MEASURING INTERRUPTION
REASONS

In Study 2, we developed the IFRS, following best practices for scale

development (Hinkin, 1998). In three phases, we generated and

reviewed items to assess the six interruption types, shortened the

scale using exploratory factor analysis (EFA), and applied a confirma-

tory factor analysis (CFA) to validate the factor structure of the six-

factor typology.

1Study 1 was conducted more recently than Study 2 but is presented first in the manuscript

to better communicate the conceptualization of our scale.

4 TOEBBEN ET AL.
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5.1 | Phase 1: item generation and item review

5.1.1 | Method

Using our descriptions of the interruption types, we generated six

items in German for each interruption type, resulting in a total of

36 items. We made sure that the items of the self-focused interrup-

tion subscales and the other-focused interruption subscales mainly

differed in their focus on the interrupter versus the interruptee but

otherwise covered a similar content. During item generation, we con-

sulted prior unidimensional interruption measures that focus on the

interruptee (e.g., Fletcher et al., 2018; Parke et al., 2018). However,

these measures might oversample negative aspects of interruptions

because they emphasize goal-disrupting aspects (e.g., “other people

prevented me from making progress on a task I was working on”;
Fletcher et al., 2018) and use negatively connotated words, such as

“interruption,” “disruption,” and “disturbance” (e.g., Keller

et al., 2020; Parke et al., 2018). The IFRS avoids these problems by

not emphasizing goal-disrupting aspects and refraining from using

negatively connotated words.

Each item was preceded by the item stem: “I turn to others while

they are occupied with their work without them expecting me.” In a

separate text box, we explained that we mean their colleagues, subor-

dinates, and superiors when referring to “others.” By specifying that

interruptees are occupied with their work, the item stem implies

that interruptees need to suspend their ongoing work to attend to the

interruption without overemphasizing these goal-disrupting aspects.

Hence, this item stem includes the two core features of an interrup-

tion as defined by Puranik et al. (2020), namely that the interruptees

suspend their ongoing work task and do not expect these suspensions

to occur.

After generating the items, we examined whether they suffi-

ciently reflected the underlying constructs (i.e., substantive validity;

Anderson & Gerbing, 1991), using expert ratings. We recruited

12 subject matter experts (11 women, aged 21 to 35) who special-

ized in work and organizational psychology. Eight experts were

working in research, three experts were graduate students, and one

expert was working in the industrial sector. We first provided defi-

nitions of the six interruption types and then administered the items

in a random order. The experts' task was to classify each item into

one of the six interruption-type categories and to rate how certain

they were that they correctly classified each item (1 = fully uncer-

tain; 5 = fully certain). The experts could also indicate that they

were not able to classify an item and could leave comments after

each item.

5.1.2 | Results

Overall, 29 out of the 36 items were correctly classified by all experts

and seven items were correctly classified by 91.7% of the experts (i.-

e., one incorrect classification each). All items met the “very strong”
benchmarks for substantive validity statistics proposed by Colquitt

et al. (2019). The experts' mean certainty of their classification for

each item ranged between 4.25 (SD = 0.87) and 4.92 (SD = 0.29). Fol-

lowing the rule to retain items correctly classified by at least 75% of

the experts (Hinkin, 1998), we kept all items. Moreover, based on one

expert's comment, we added one item to the other-focused hedonic

interruption subscale that covered negative affective states to balance

the number of items that relate to positive and negative affect in this

subscale.

TABLE 1 Categories of interruption reasons (Study 1).

Category

Percentage

of reasons Examples

Self-focused

performance

interruptions

47.1 Asking for advice on a work task

Self-focused

belongingness

interruptions

3.3 Socializing with coworkers; building

a bond

Self-focused

hedonic

interruptions

7.4 Seeking encouragement; seeking

distraction from work

Other-

focused

performance

interruptions

3.8 Offering help on a work task

Other-

focused

belongingness

interruptions

0.3 Showing appreciation to a coworker

Other-

focused

hedonic

interruptions

1.5 Showing compassion to a coworker;

Listening to a coworker's private

problems

Combinations

of

interruption

types

22.5 Discussing a task one is cooperating

on (self-focused performance

interruptions and other-focused

performance interruption); small

talk with a befriended coworker

(interrupter-focused belongingness

interruptions and other-focused

belongingness interruption)

Other reasons 6.9 Discussing work-unrelated tasks

and duties, such as sharing a car to

commute to work; solving conflicts

with coworkers; exchange of

pleasantries, such as wishing a

coworker a nice weekend

Not possible

to code

7.2 Not having any particular reason in

mind; describing a situation in

which one gets interrupted rather

than initiates the interruption

Note: N = 60 participants; n = 391 descriptions of interruption reasons.

Participants were asked to list the reasons for the last three situations in

which they interrupted a coworker. Two independent raters categorized

these reasons into one of the nine categories reported in the table.
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5.2 | Phase 2: shortening the scale

In Phase 2, we administered our scale to a sample of employees to

examine the scale's factor structure and to shorten the scale, using

EFA. We applied frequency response options to capture the fre-

quency of concrete behaviors (Spector et al., 2010).

5.2.1 | Method

Participants and procedure

We recruited the participants by posting a web link to the online sur-

veys on social media sites, particularly on www.facebook.com and

www.xing.de. All data were collected between August 2020 and June

2021, a time during which contact restrictions were in place due to

the coronavirus pandemic. A participation requirement was that par-

ticipants regularly worked on-site at their workplaces unless remote

work was temporally necessary due to the coronavirus pandemic. We

integrated data from two independent samples to conduct the ana-

lyses. For brevity, we describe the combined sample here and provide

further information on the separate samples in the supporting

information.

The combined sample consisted of 389 German-speaking

employees (74.8% female) from various occupations. Fifty-five of the

participants (14.1%) were aged between 18 and 25, 160 participants

(41.1%) were aged between 26 and 35, 98 participants (25.2%) were

aged between 36 and 45, and 76 participants (19.5%) were 46 years

old or older. One-hundred-fifteen participants (29.6%) were in a lead-

ership position, and 237 (60.9%) held a university degree. Most partic-

ipants worked in health-care and social services (24.4%),

manufacturing (11.8%), and science and education (9.5%). Moreover,

165 participants (42.4%) worked one or less days per week remotely,

92 participants (23.7%) worked 2 or 3 days per week remotely, and

132 (33.9%) worked four or more days per week remotely. In addition,

a subsample of 152 participants (39.1%) also reported how many days

per week they worked on site. Specifically, 46 participants (30.3%) in

this subsample worked one or less days per week on site, 47 (30.9%)

worked 2 or 3 days per week on site, and 59 (38.8%) worked four or

more days per week on site.

Measures

We used the 37-item IFRS developed in Phase 1. The participants

were asked to answer the questions using a typical workweek as a

referent. Response options were 1 = never; 2 = less than once per

week; 3 = one to three times; 4 = four to six times; 5 = seven to nine

times; 6 = 10 times or more (adapted from Wilkes et al., 2018). The

scale was preceded by an instruction paragraph to exclusively focus

on interactions in which other people were physically present

(i.e., face-to-face interactions).

Analytic strategy

Main analyses in this phase and in Phase 3 were done in R, Version

4.0.4 (R Code Team, 2022), using the psych package (v2.0.12;

Revelle, 2020) and the lavaan package (v0.6.8; Rosseel, 2012). We

conducted an EFA with principal axis factoring and oblimin rotation.

In line with the underlying six-factor typology, we requested a six-

factor solution. To arrive at short scales, we reduced the scales to four

items per factor. For the four factors covering performance and

belongingness motives, we retained all items that loaded with at least

0.40 on the respective factor and below 0.30 on any other factor.

When more than four items were retained per factor, we kept the

items with the highest factor loadings.

For the two hedonic interruption factors, we retained the two

best-fitting positive affect items and the two best-fitting negative

affect items for each of the two factors (i.e., four items per factor).

Here, “best-fitting” referred to the items with the highest loading on

the relevant factor and the lowest cross-loading on other factors. We

chose this procedure because we conceptualized hedonic interrup-

tions as relating both to positive affective states and negative affec-

tive states and subsequently included items covering both affective

states in the hedonic interruption subscales.

5.2.2 | Results

The eigenvalues from a principal component analysis, a scree test, and

parallel analysis supported the decision to retain six factors in the EFA

(Hinkin, 1998; Watkins, 2018). The EFA indicated that the six factors

accounted for 62% of the variance. Applying the above specified

exclusion criteria, we removed 13 items, resulting in a shortened scale

that included a total of 24 items. We present descriptive statistics,

correlations, and Cronbach's alphas (ranging from .83 to .88) of the

shortened subscales in Table 2. The complete factor-loading matrix of

the EFA can be found in Table S2.

5.3 | Phase 3: confirming the factor structure

In Phase 3, we validated the factor structure of the shortened 24-item

scale with additional samples, using CFA. Due to the low means of the

scale items analyzed in Phase 2, we extended the response format of

the scale so that it covered 1 month.

5.3.1 | Method

Participants and procedure

To recruit participants, we posted web links to the online surveys on

social media sites, especially on www.facebook.com and www.xing.de.

Data collection took place from January 2021 to June 2021, during the

coronavirus pandemic. A participation requirement was to regularly

work on-site at one's workplace. We combined data from three inde-

pendent samples for the analyses and provide detail on the individual

samples in the supporting information.

The combined sample included 436 German-speaking employees

(68.1% female) from different occupations. Forty-two participants
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(9.6%) were aged between 18 and 25, 147 participants (33.7%) were

aged between 26 and 35, 117 participants (26.8%) were aged

between 36 and 45, and 130 participants (29.8%) were 46 years old

or older. One hundred sixty participants (36.7%) held leadership posi-

tions, and 291 (66.7%) possessed a university degree. The primary

industries represented by participants were health-care and social ser-

vices (31,9%), followed by manufacturing (11.7%), and science and

education (11.2%). Furthermore, 238 participants (54.8%) worked one

or less days per week remotely, 83 participants (19.0%) worked 2 or

3 days per week remotely, and 114 participants (26.1%) worked four

or more days per week remotely. A subsample of 336 participants

(77.1%) reported how many days per week they worked on site. That

is, 96 participants (28.6%) in this subsample worked one or less days

per week on site, Seventy-three participants (21.7%) worked 2 or

3 days per week on site, and 167 participants (49.7%) worked four or

more days per week on site.

Measures

We used the 24 IFRS items that resulted from Phase 2. We asked

the participants to answer the questions using a typical workweek

or a typical work month as a referent. The response options were

1 = never; 2 = less than once per month; 3 = once a month; 4 = two

to four times a month; 5 = once per week, 6 = two to three times per

week; 7 = four to six times per week (that is, about once per day);

8 = seven to nine times per week (that is, about once to twice per day);

9 = ten times per week or more (that is, about twice per day or more).

Prior to responding to the IFRS, we instructed the participants to

only focus on interactions in which the other people were physically

present.

Analytic strategy

We performed CFAs with maximum likelihood estimation on the

covariance matrix based on the 24 items. We compared the fit indices

of the hypothesized six-factor model to the fit indices of alternative

models using χ2-difference tests. Alternative models were a three-

factor model, in which all items representing the same interruption

topic (performance, belongingness, and hedonic well-being) loaded on

a separate factor, a two-factor model, in which all items representing

the same interruption focus (self-focused and other-focused) loaded

on a separate factor, and a one-factor model in which all items

loaded on one common factor.

5.3.2 | Results

The hypothesized six-factor model had a good fit (Hu &

Bentler, 1999), χ2 = 552.93, p < .001, df = 237, comparative fit index

(CFI) = 0.95, Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) = 0.94, root mean square error

of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.06, standardized root mean square

residual (SRMR) = 0.04, and showed a significant better fit than a

three-factor model with all items representing the same interruption

topic loading on one factor, χ2 = 1,886.95, p < .001, df = 249,

CFI = 0.74, TLI = 0.72, RMSEA = 0.12, SRMR = 0.10,

Δχ2 = 1,334.02, Δdf = 12, p < .001; a two-factor model with all items

representing the same interruption focus loading on one factor,

χ2 = 1,876.46, p < .001, df = 251, CFI = 0.75, TLI = 0.72,

RMSEA = 0.12, SRMR = 0.10, Δχ2 = 1,323.53, Δdf = 14, p < .001;

and a one-factor model, χ2 = 2,634.38, p < .001, df = 252, CFI = 0.63,

TLI = 0.59, RMSEA = 0.15, SRMR = 0.12, Δχ2 = 2,081.45, Δdf = 15,

p < .001. Table 3 displays the final scale and factor loadings.

Descriptive statistics, correlations, and Cronbach's alphas (ranging

from .82 to .89) of the subscales are shown in Table 2.2

TABLE 2 Means, standard deviations, correlations, and Cronbach's alphas of the shortened subscales – Phase 2 and Phase 3 (Study 2).

Variable MP2 SDP2 MP3 SDP3 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Self-focused performance interruptions 2.75 0.97 4.56 1.66 .86
.88

.38 .42 .47 .34 .34

2. Self-focused belongingness interruptions 2.22 0.98 3.16 1.86 .42 .85
.86

.71 .26 .55 .43

3. Self-focused hedonic interruption 2.23 0.91 3.45 1.74 .47 .73 .82
.83

.34 .54 .59

4. Other-focused performance interruptions 2.96 1.00 4.97 1.74 .61 .38 .45 .88
.88

.55 .64

5. Other-focused belongingness interruptions 2.38 0.99 3.74 1.97 .38 .64 .60 .57 .89
.87

.73

6. Other-focused hedonic interruptions 2.54 0.90 4.23 1.79 .41 .55 .65 .60 .76 .86
.84

Note: NPhase 2 = 389. NPhase 3 = 436. RangePhase 2: 1 to 6. RangePhase 3: 1 to 9. Correlations below the diagonal refer to Phase 2. Correlations above the

diagonal refer to Phase 3. Cronbach's alphas are on the diagonal in bold. Lower rows give Cronbach's alphas for Phase 2. Upper rows give Cronbach's

alphas for Phase 3. All correlations are significant at p < .001.

2We re-ran the CFA with the data from Study 3 (n = 200) that we conducted when no

contact restrictions were in place. Again, the six-factor model showed a good fit,

χ2 = 473.088, p < .001, df = 237, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.04,

suggesting that the contact restrictions during the coronavirus pandemic might have not

severely affected the factor structure underlying the data collected in Phases 2 and 3 of

Study 2.
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5.4 | Brief discussion

In Study 2, we followed best practices (Hinkin, 1998) to develop the

IFRS and validate its factor structure in three phases. The IFRS mea-

sures the six interruption reasons with four items each. Altogether,

Phases 1, 2 and 3 result in a parsimonious scale that demonstrates

substantive validity, reliability, and expected dimensionality.

6 | STUDY 3: THE ROLE OF
INTERRUPTIONS IN SOCIAL EXCHANGES

In Study 3, we examined how initiating interruptions relates to the

exchange of social resources with interruptees, linking the interrup-

tion types to other constructs in their nomological network. According

to social exchange theory (SET; Blau, 1964), workplace social interac-

tions involve exchanges of social resources, such as task-relevant

information that facilitate achieving work goals (Bakker, 2011) or care

and attention that improve employees' well-being (Wang et al., 2023).

Reciprocity tends to guide resource exchanges in the sense that one

party usually responds to the behaviors of another party with similar

behaviors (Cropanzano et al., 2017). Interruptions may involve such

social exchanges. Specifically, during an interruption, the interrupter

either requests resources from the interruptee (i.e., self-focused inter-

ruptions) or offers resources to the interruptee (i.e., other-focused

interruptions). In response, the interruptee can provide resources to

the interrupter or receive resources from the interrupter. Social

resources exchanged via interruptions refer to the performance,

belongingness needs, and hedonic well-being of the interaction

partners.

To uncover the associations between interruptions and inter-

rupters' social exchanges, we linked the interruption types to other

constructs relevant to social exchanges. Thereby, we also established

the nomological network of the IFRS (Hinkin, 1998). Specifically, we

examined two categories of social exchange constructs: interpersonal

relationship characteristics and social exchange behaviors. In addition,

we focused on the unique relations between each interruption type

and the social exchange constructs. Because the various interruption

types serve distinct purposes, they should also be differentially related

to social exchange constructs. By investigating these unique relation-

ships, we gain a nuanced understanding of the role that interruptions

play in interrupters' social exchanges.

SET is a particularly suitable framework for studying how inter-

ruptions play out at work because it frames interruptions as interde-

pendent exchanges between interrupters and interruptees

(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). While prior research mostly focused

on the interruptees' perspective and neglected the interpersonal com-

ponent of interruptions (for an exception, Puranik et al., 2021), SET

accounts for the give-and-take between the interrupter and the inter-

ruptee during interruptions. As a result, by focusing on the social

exchanges during interruptions, SET acknowledges the interpersonal

aspects of interruptions, providing a more comprehensive understand-

ing of this phenomenon.

6.1 | Interpersonal relationship characteristics

Work interruptions are inherently interpersonal (Jett & George, 2003;

Puranik et al., 2021). Therefore, characteristics of the interpersonal

relationships between interrupters and their coworkers should be

related to the interrupters' tendency to initiate interruptions.

TABLE 3 Final interruption-for-a-reason scale items, factor
loadings, and standard errors from confirmatory factor analysis in
Phase 3 (Study 2).

Factor and items

Loadings

(SE)

Self-focused performance interruptions

…to ask for support on my work tasks. 0.78 (0.08)

…so that they can help me out with my work tasks. 0.81 (0.08)

…so that they can help me do my job. 0.78 (0.08)

…to help me solve problems related to my work

task.

0.76 (0.08)

Self-focused belongingness interruptions

…to feel like part of the group. 0.81 (0.09)

…to feel accepted. 0.81 (0.09)

…so that I do not feel like an outsider. 0.75 (0.09)

…so that I am not alone. 0.70 (0.10)

Self-focused hedonic interruptions

…to make me feel less bad. 0.69 (0.09)

…to improve my mood. 0.76 (0.10)

…to lift my spirits. 0.82 (0.09)

…to deal with my negative feelings. 0.68 (0.09)

Other-focused performance interruptions

…to help them make progress on their work tasks. 0.84 (0.08)

…to explain something to them about their work

tasks.

0.71 (0.09)

…to help them get their work tasks done. 0.84 (0.08)

…to help them solve problems related to their work

tasks.

0.83 (0.08)

Other-focused belongingness interruptions

…to make them feel like part of the group. 0.86 (0.09)

…so that they feel accepted. 0.85 (0.09)

…so that they do not feel left out. 0.79 (0.09)

…so that they do not feel like outsiders. 0.76 (0.09)

Other-focused hedonic interruptions

…to make them feel less bad. 0.76 (0.09)

…to make them happy. 0.76 (0.08)

…to cheer them up. 0.82 (0.09)

…to help them cope with negative feelings. 0.80 (0.09)

Note: N = 436. Range: 1 to 9. Factor loadings are standardized. Item stem:

“I turn to others while they are occupied with their work without them

expecting me.”
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6.1.1 | Social exchange relationship quality

Social exchange relationship quality describes the degree to which a

relationship is based on mutual trust and obligation to return favors

(Bernerth et al., 2007). Employees in high-quality exchange relation-

ships will be likely to request social resources from their coworkers,

such as by initiating self-focused interruptions, because they can trust

that their requests will be acceded to (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Lim

et al., 2020). Moreover, employees in high-quality exchange relation-

ships experience a sense of obligation to provide social resources to

their coworkers (Aryee et al., 2002), such as by initiating other-

focused interruptions. Among others, this obligation stems from

employees' desire to reciprocate prior favors received from their

coworkers (e.g., Kamdar & Van Dyne, 2007). Together, employees in

high-quality exchange relationships will be likely to both request and

offer social resources to their coworkers. Given that interruptions can

serve to request and offer social resources, we expect employees in

high-quality exchange relationships to frequently interrupt their

coworkers, irrespective of the specific interruption type.

Hypothesis 1. Social exchange relationship quality with

coworkers will be positively correlated with the six

interruption types.

6.1.2 | Status

Status describes employees' relative social standing in their workplace

reflected in their respect, prominence, and prestige (Djurdjevic

et al., 2017). Employees in high-status positions tend to possess many

task-relevant resources that they can share with their coworkers, such

as knowledge and competences (Rhee & Choi, 2017). In addition,

given that coworkers typically perceive the resources provided by

high-status employees as valuable (Groysberg et al., 2011), coworkers

are motivated to reciprocate favors of high-status employees by pro-

viding resources in return (Ball & Eckel, 1996). Therefore, high-status

employees may be especially willing to provide task-relevant

resources to their coworkers to receive these social exchange benefits

from their coworkers (Rhee & Choi, 2017). Employees may provide

task-relevant resources to their coworkers, in turn, by initiating

other-focused performance interruptions that serve to improve

the interruptees' performance. However, the other interruption types

do not involve the interrupters offering task-relevant resources to

interruptees. Hence, the greater access to task-relevant resources by

higher-status interrupters should particularly influence their likelihood

to initiate other-focused performance interruptions as compared to

the other interruption types. Further, because coworkers judge harm-

ful actions by high-status employees less harshly (Bowles &

Gelfand, 2010), high-status employees might feel less restrained to

interrupt their coworkers despite the negative effects interruptions

can have for coworkers. Overall, we expect high-status employees to

be especially likely to engage in other-focused performance

interruptions.

Hypothesis 2. Status will be positively correlated with

other-focused performance interruptions.

6.1.3 | Popularity

Popularity can be defined as the degree to which one is generally

accepted by one's coworkers (Scott & Judge, 2009). Popular

employees may be in especially good positions to make their

coworkers feel like they belong in their workgroup. After all,

coworkers can “bask in reflected glory” of popular employees (Cialdini

et al., 1976), so that they feel more accepted in their work group.

Feeling accepted, in turn, is a critical aspect of belongingness (Leary

et al., 2013). Popular employees may be motivated to make use of this

capability to make coworkers feel like they belong given their pros-

pects of receiving social exchange benefits in return, such as social

support (Scott & Judge, 2009). One way to make their coworkers feel

like they belong may be for employees to initiate other-focused

belongingness interruptions that serve to improve interrruptees'

belongingness. Compared to the other interruption types, initiating

other-focused belongingness interruptions may be a particularly good

opportunity for popular employees to make use of their high social

standing. Hence, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 3. Popularity will be positively correlated

with other-focused belongingness interruptions.

6.2 | Social exchange behaviors

Because the interruption types serve to request or offer social

resources, they should be related to other interpersonal work behav-

iors that aim at exchanging similar resources. Hence, we examined the

relationships between the interruption types and similar social

exchange behaviors.

6.2.1 | Instrumental and emotional social support
seeking

Social support seeking involves asking coworkers for assistance in

response to work stressors (Carver et al., 1989). Social support seek-

ing and self-focused interruptions are similar behaviors because they

include requesting social resources from coworkers and involve infor-

mally initiated social interactions (Lim et al., 2020). Research distin-

guishes between two forms of social support seeking. First,

instrumental support seeking describes seeking assistance on work-

relevant issues, such as problems with the tasks at hand (Carver

et al., 1989; Colbert et al., 2016). Employees might seek instrumental

support by initiating self-focused performance interruptions. After all,

these interruptions serve to enhance one's own work performance,

TOEBBEN ET AL. 9

 10991379, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/job.2819 by U

niversitätsbibliothek M
annheim

, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [19/06/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



which can be accomplished by seeking work-relevant assistance (Lim

et al., 2020). Compared to the other interruption types, self-focused

performance interruptions and instrumental support seeking might

share a particular similarity because both behaviors are initiated to

receive benefits on task-related matters. Hence, we expect the

following:

Hypothesis 4. Instrumental support seeking will be

positively correlated with self-focused performance

interruptions.

Second, emotional support seeking can be described as seeking

assistance for emotionally coping with work stress, such as requesting

sympathy or understanding from coworkers (Carver et al., 1989;

Colbert et al., 2016). Similarly, initiating self-focused hedonic interrup-

tions might be a way to cope with emotional challenges given that

these interruptions serve to reduce interrupters' negative affective

states. In addition, emotional support seeking and self-focused

hedonic interruptions both focus on addressing help recipients' emo-

tions. That is, emotional support seeking allows employees to vent

negative emotions and experience improved affect (e.g., Van de Ven

et al., 2013). Hence, in comparison to the other interruption types,

self-focused hedonic interruptions and emotional support seeking

might be particularly similar because employees initiate both behav-

iors to improve their own affective well-being. As such, we expect the

following:

Hypothesis 5. Emotional support seeking will be posi-

tively correlated with self-focused hedonic

interruptions.

6.2.2 | Task-focused and person-focused
interpersonal citizenship behaviors

Interpersonal citizenship behavior (ICB) describes discretionary acts

of helping directed at other coworkers (Settoon &

Mossholder, 2002). ICB and other-focused interruptions are similar

behaviors because they aim at offering social resources to

coworkers. Moreover, because ICBs are not part of the job's role

requirements (Settoon & Mossholder, 2002), they might typically be

performed without a formal schedule, such as by interrupting the

help recipients. There are two forms of ICB. First, task-focused ICB

involves offering work-relevant resources to employees, such as

advice on a work task (Settoon & Mossholder, 2002). In initiating

other-focused performance interruptions, employees also offer

work-relevant resources to employees, so that they may simulta-

neously engage in task-focused ICB. Supporting this argumentation,

Jett and George (2003) argued that interruptions can be a source of

task-relevant information for interruptees. Compared to the other

interruption types, other-focused performance interruptions and

task-focused ICB might be especially similar given that employees

initiate both behaviors to improve others' work performance. There-

fore, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 6. Task-focused ICB will be positively cor-

related with other-focused performance interruptions.

Second, person-focused ICB refers to helping coworkers in more

personal ways, such as by listening and showing concern (Settoon &

Mossholder, 2002). When employees initiate other-focused hedonic

interruptions, they intend to improve the interruptees' affect. Doing

so can involve person-focused ICB, for instance, when interrupters

invite the interruptees to talk about stress at work in an effort to

make the interruptees feel better. Person-focused ICB may be more

similar to other-focused hedonic interruptions than to other interrup-

tion types because both person-focused ICB and other-focused

hedonic interruptions aim to improve the affect of other coworkers.

Hence, we expect the following:

Hypothesis 7. Person-focused ICB will be positively

correlated with other-focused hedonic interruptions.

6.3 | Method

6.3.1 | Participants and procedure

We collected all data from December 2022 to January 2023 via the

online platform Prolific. The time of data collection did not involve

any contact restrictions due to coronavirus pandemic at German

workplaces. To reduce concerns regarding common-method bias

(Podsakoff et al., 2012), we temporally separated the measurement of

the IFRS from the measurement of other constructs in the nomologi-

cal network.

Participation requirements included working more than 20 h per

week and working regularly on site at one's workplace. A total of

233 participants responded to the first survey, of which 220 also

responded to the second survey that was sent to them 1 week later.

Each survey included two attention-check items instructing the partic-

ipants to respond with a particular response option (Huang

et al., 2012). Of the 220 participants who answered both surveys, we

removed 12 participants who responded incorrectly to at least one of

these attention-check items. In addition, we removed another eight

participants because of exceptionally fast response times, using

Leiner's (2019) relative speed index. Each survey took about 15 min

and the participants received at least 5.50£ for participating in both

surveys.

The final independent sample consisted of 200 German-speaking

participants (34.5% female) from various occupations. Thirty-seven

participants (18.5%) were aged between 18 and 25, 97 participants

(48.5%) were aged between 26 and 35, 37 participants (18.5%) were

aged between 36 and 45, and 29 participants (14.5%) were older than

45. Seventy-six participants (38.0%) were in leadership positions, and
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123 (61.5%) had obtained a university degree. The participants

worked in various industries, such as health-care and social services

(11.0%), manufacturing (13.5%), and science and education (37.0%). In

addition, 114 (57.0%) participants worked one or less days per week

remotely, 64 (32.0%) worked 2 or 3 days per week remotely, and

22 (11.0%) worked four or more days per week remotely. Further-

more, 27 (13.5%) participants worked one or less days per week on

site, 64 (32.0%) worked 2 or 3 days per week on site, and 109 (54.5%)

worked 4 or 5 days per week on site.

6.3.2 | Measures

If not stated otherwise, items were answered on 5-point scales

(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). In addition, we adapted

items so that they asked about “people at work” and explained to the

participants that we thereby refer to their colleagues, subordinates,

and superiors. Because all items were responded to in German, we

used translation–backtranslation procedure on some scales if neces-

sary (Brislin, 1970). All items can be found at https://osf.io/d2pbc/?

view_only=9d1973fb45704175986fdbab8b72019d.

Interruption-for-a-reason scale

We used the 24-item IFRS as described in Phase 3 of Study 2 (α of

the subscales ranging from .92 to .95). Response options were:

1 = never; 9 = ten times per week or more (that is, about twice per day

or more).

Social exchange relationship quality

We used an eight-item scale by Bernerth et al. (2007) to assess social

exchange relationship quality (α = .92). An example item is “Other

people at work and I have a two-way exchange relationship.”

Status

We assessed status (α = .95) using Djurdjevic et al.'s (2017) five-item

scale. A sample item is “I possess high status in my workgroup.”

Popularity

To assess popularity (α = .77), we used an eight-item scale developed

by Scott and Judge (2009) and revised to the self-report format by

Bartels et al. (2019). A sample item is “I am popular in my workgroup.”

Instrumental and emotional social support seeking

We used the items from Carver et al. (1989) to assess both instrumen-

tal support seeking and emotional support seeking. The items were

framed in terms of how the participant typically responds when under

stress. We used all four available items to assess instrumental support

seeking (e.g., “I ask other people at work who have had similar experi-

ences what they did”; α = .87) and three of four available items to

assess emotional support seeking (e.g., “I discuss my feelings with

other people at work”; α = .90). We omitted the original item “I get
sympathy and understanding from someone” because it did not assess

help-seeking behavior but rather help availability.

Task-focused and person-focused ICB

We administered the scale from Settoon and Mossholder (2002) to

assess both task-focused citizenship behavior and person-focused cit-

izenship behavior. Items were adapted to the self-report format. The

scale assessed task-focused citizenship behavior with six items (e.g., “I
go out of my way to help other people at work with work-related

problems”; α = .88) and person-focused citizenship behavior with

eight items (e.g., “I listen to other people at work when they have to

get something off their chest”; α = .89).

6.4 | Results

Table 4 displays descriptive statistics and correlations of the scales.3

Hypothesis 1 was mostly supported with social exchange relationship

quality being positively related to four out of the six interruption

types, correlations ranging between r = .14, p = .046, and r = .19,

p = .006. Social exchange relationship quality was unrelated to

self-focused belongingness interruptions, r = .06, p = .391, and self-

focused hedonic interruptions, r = .08, p = .272. In line with Hypoth-

esis 2, status was positively related to other-focused performance

interruptions, r = .27, p < .001. Supporting Hypothesis 3, popularity

was positively related to other-focused belongingness interruptions,

r = .23, p = .001. Furthermore, we found support for Hypothesis 4

because self-focused performance interruptions were positively

related to instrumental support seeking, r = .27, p < .001. Supporting

Hypothesis 5, self-focused hedonic interruptions were positively

related to emotional support seeking, r = .31, p < .001. Similarly, we

found support for Hypothesis 6 because other-focused performance

interruptions were positively related to task-focused citizenship

behavior, r = .32, p < .001. Lastly, in line with Hypothesis 7, other-

focused hedonic interruptions were positively related to person-

focused citizenship behavior, r = .22, p = .002.

6.4.1 | Additional analyses

Because we were especially interested in the unique relations of each

interruption type with other constructs, we also conducted relative

weights analyses (RWAs; LeBreton et al., 2007). RWAs allow us to

determine the relative importance of an interruption type over and

above other interruption types, that is, how much an interruption type

uniquely contributes to the overall variance explained by a model (R2).

RWAs are especially suitable for the present purposes because some

of the interruption types were highly correlated (Tonidandel &

LeBreton, 2015). We conducted separate RWAs with each social

exchange construct as criterion variable. In Table 5, we report the rel-

ative weights of the interruption types. In addition to the raw relative

weights, we provide rescaled relative weights that indicate the per-

centage of R2 explained. In Table S4, we also report the hierarchical

3We report multiple regression analyses of the three interpersonal relationship

characteristics together predicting each interruption type in Table S3.
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multiple regression analyses that precede the RWAs. We executed

the RWAs using the RWA Web tool (Tonidandel & LeBreton, 2015),

applying bias-corrected and accelerated 95% confidence intervals and

10 000 replications.

The pattern of the relative weights fully aligned with our hypoth-

eses. None of the interruption types were uniquely related to social

exchange relationship quality given that none of the relative weights

were significant. Other-focused performance interruptions were

uniquely related to status because their relative weight was the larg-

est and the only significant. In addition, other-focused belongingness

interruptions were uniquely related to popularity. With respect to

social exchange behaviors, self-focused performance interruptions

were uniquely related to instrumental support seeking, self-focused

hedonic interruptions were uniquely related to emotional support

seeking, other-focused performance interruptions were uniquely

related to task-focused citizenship behavior, and other-focused

hedonic interruptions were uniquely related to person-focused citi-

zenship behavior.

6.5 | Brief discussion

Our analyses showed that the interruption types mostly demonstrated

expected relationships with other constructs related to social

exchange. In addition, the various interruption types were uniquely

related to these constructs, highlighting the value of differentiating

between interruption types. These findings suggest that the interrup-

tion types play different roles in interrupters' social exchanges

at work.

7 | GENERAL DISCUSSION

In this research, we examined how interrupters experience interrup-

tions by shedding light on their reasons for interrupting and the role

interruptions serve in social exchanges with coworkers. In doing so,

we integrated the key reasons for initiating interruptions into a typol-

ogy of six interruption types. We then validated this typology using

qualitative data and scale development, thereby creating the 24-item

interruption-for-a-reason scale. Furthermore, we found that the six

interruption types were uniquely related to constructs involving social

exchanges.

7.1 | Theoretical implications

Our research advances theory on interruptions in important ways.

First, we introduced the interrupters' perspective to research on

TABLE 4 Means, standard deviations, correlations, and Cronbach's alphas of variables (Study 3).

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Self-focused performance

interruptions

4.13 1.70 .92

2. Self-focused belongingness

interruptions

3.13 1.97 .50* .94

3. Self-focused hedonic

interruptions

3.29 1.91 .55* .73* .92

4. Other-focused performance

interruptions

4.58 1.86 .58* .46* .56* .93

5. Other-focused belongingness

interruptions

3.86 1.93 .40* .63* .56* .49* .95

6. Other-focused hedonic

interruptions

3.82 1.84 .42* .63* .68* .56* .73* .93

7. Social exchange relationship

quality

3.67 0.71 .19* .06 .08 .17* .17* .14* .92

8. Status 3.44 0.95 .19* .08 .14 .27* .21* .20* .39* .95

9. Popularity 3.71 0.51 .12 .03 .06 .21* .23* .21* .57* .40* .77

10. Instrumental support

seeking

3.54 0.82 .27* .13 .22* .24* .13 .15* .38* .11 .32* .87

11. Emotional support seeking 2.74 1.02 .14* .22* .31* .10 .17* .25* .32* .19* .24* .49* .90

12. Task-focused citizenship

behavior

3.61 0.75 .20* .12 .13 .32* .17* .18* .48* .34* .53* .37* .33* .88

13. Person-focused citizenship

behavior

3.77 0.68 .12 .07 .10 .19* .14* .22* .51* .29* .71* .41* .38* .64* .89

Note: N = 200. Cronbach's alphas are on the diagonal in bold. Range interruption types: 1 to 9. Range other variables: 1 to 5.

*p < .050.
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interruptions. Our findings demonstrate that interruptions are impor-

tant work events for interrupters that serve several purposes and

show associations with important organizational constructs. Clearly,

the influence of interruptions extends beyond impact on interruptees,

so that studying the interrupters' perspective is critical to a more com-

plete understanding of how interruptions play out at work. An under-

standing of interruptions that primarily focuses on the viewpoint of

interruptees, as done in previous interruption research (e.g., Leroy

et al., 2020), is incomplete.

Second, we uncovered six novel interruption types, derived from

the key reasons for interruptions, and described them in a typology.

This typology combined three interruption topics (performance,

belongingness, and hedonic well-being) and two interruption foci

(self-focused and other-focused). Analyses of qualitative descriptions

of employees' interruption reasons revealed that the interruption rea-

sons outlined in our typology corresponded to employees' actual

experiences at work. Using scale development, we found further evi-

dence for the validity of the typology. Recently, scholars have started

questioning prevailing unidimensional conceptualizations of interrup-

tions (Bush et al., 2021; Puranik et al., 2021). Subsequently, Bush

et al. (2021) distinguished between interruptions that deal with work

and interruptions that deal with non-work issues. Consistent with the-

ory (Bindl et al., 2022; De Dreu & Nauta, 2009), we expanded this

research by adding further detail to the differentiation between vari-

ous interruption types. As a result, our approach paves the way for

future research to examine fine-grained effects of different interrup-

tion types.

Third, with the interruption-for-a-reason typology as foundation,

we examined the relationships between the six interruption types and

organizationally relevant constructs. We found that the various inter-

ruption types had unique relationships with other constructs in their

nomological network. Hence, differentiating between the six reasons

for interruptions matters for understanding how interrupters experi-

ence interruptions at work. For instance, we found that initiating

interruptions that serve to improve one's own work performance was

positively related to seeking instrumental support. However, inter-

rupters did not only initiate interruptions with their own benefit in

mind but also to benefit the interruptees. For example, initiating inter-

ruptions that serve to improve the interruptees' performance was

positively associated with task-focused citizenship behaviors. These

findings challenge assumptions of past research suggesting that

employees interrupt others for their own advantage (Puranik

et al., 2020) but at the expense of the interruptees (Käser et al., 2013;

Romero et al., 2007). Furthermore, we expand recent research that

found that interruptions can satisfy belongingness needs (Puranik

et al., 2021) by revealing additional interpersonal aspects of interrup-

tions. Specifically, our findings demonstrated that initiating hedonic

interruptions was positively associated with the exchange of emo-

tional support.

Finally, we showed that studying interrupters' reasons for inter-

ruptions allows for a more balanced view on interruptions that also

considers their positive aspects. Past research focused on how inter-

ruptions disrupt the interruptees' progress on ongoing work tasks

(Puranik et al., 2020). While we do not deny this aversive aspect, our

TABLE 5 Relative weights analyses (Study 3).

Social exchange
relationship quality Status Popularity

Instrumental
support seeking

Emotional

support
seeking

Task-focused

citizenship
behavior

Person-focused
citizenship behavior

Self-focused

performance

interruptions

0.02 (35.97) 0.01

(15.07)

0.00

(6.73)

0.04* (43.51) 0.01 (5.55) 0.02 (13.72) 0.01 (8.03)

Self-focused

belongingness

interruptions

0.00 (6.21) 0.01

(6.61)

0.01

(9.98)

0.00 (4.78) 0.02 (13.75) 0.00 (2.86) 0.00 (5.33)

Self-focused

hedonic

interruptions

0.00 (5.15) 0.01

(5.55)

0.01

(7.45)

0.02 (18.32) 0.05* (46.47) 0.01 (0.67) 0.00 (6.62)

Other-focused

performance

interruptions

0.01 (17.83) 0.04*

(38.20)

0.02

(21.86)

0.02 (23.95) 0.01 (5.11) 0.07* (60.53) 0.02 (24.60)

Other-focused

belongingness

interruptions

0.02 (23.63) 0.02

(20.88)

0.03*

(30.47)

0.00 (4.11) 0.01 (7.04) 0.01 (8.57) 0.01 (11.66)

Other-focused

hedonic

interruptions

0.01 (11.21) 0.01

(13.68)

0.02

(23.52)

0.00 (5.34) 0.03 (22.09) 0.01 (9.65) 0.03* (43.75)

Note: N = 200. Values are raw relative weights. In parentheses are rescaled relative weights. Statistical significance for the relative weights is tested using

95% confidence intervals, corresponding to a significance level of .050 (Tonidandel & LeBreton, 2015).

*p < .050.
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findings revealed that interruptions entail several other more benefi-

cial aspects. Instead of conceptualizing interruptions as job stressors

that drain interruptees' resources (Keller et al., 2020; Podsakoff

et al., 2023), we conceptualized interruptions as social exchange

behaviors. As a result, we uncovered that interrupters initiate inter-

ruptions for good reasons and that interruptions play important roles

in interrupters' social exchanges with their coworkers.

7.2 | Limitations and directions for future research

Despite its merits, our research has some limitations. First, this

research focuses on the interrupters' perspective but does not exam-

ine the interruptees' perspective. Hence, future research could adapt

the IFRS to assess the interruptees' perspective and examine the psy-

chometric properties of such a scale. Although one might argue that

interrupters' reasons for interruptions are not always transparent to

interruptees, according to attribution theory (Heider, 1958), interrup-

tees might infer reasons from the interrupters' behaviors during inter-

ruptions. The reasons that interruptees attribute to the interrupters'

behaviors might align with the reasons proposed in our typology.

Applying the IFRS to the interruptees' perspective could help research

on interruptees to account for the multidimensionality of interrup-

tions. In addition, focusing on the reasons for interruptions may bring

to light positive aspects of interruptions for interruptees. For instance,

interruptions can be a source of social support for interruptees given

that other-focused interruptions serve to benefit them.

Second, although we found evidence that the six interruption

types are distinct and differentially relate to other constructs, every-

day work interruptions might often entail combinations of the inter-

ruption types. For instance, a coworker might interrupt both to help

with a work task (i.e., other-focused performance interruption) and to

satisfy their belongingness need (i.e., self-focused belongingness inter-

ruption). In line with this reasoning, the participants typically ascribed

multiple and intertwined reasons for interruptions to individual inter-

ruption episodes in Study 1. In addition, we found moderate to high

correlations between the interruption types in our studies (for

instance, ranging between r = .26 and r = .73 in Phase 3 of Study 2).

Hence, it remains open how various reasons for interruptions are typi-

cally combined in a single interruption episode and how these combi-

nations affect interrupters and interruptees. To address this gap,

future research could deploy an episodic approach to study individual

interruption episodes in detail or use a person-centered approach to

identify latent profiles of combinations of interruption types (Lubke &

Muthén, 2005).

Third, although we implemented a temporal separation between

the measures in Study 3 and strengthened our analyses by reporting

relative weights of interruption types, our research design is still lim-

ited. Hence, future research should next apply the IFRS using other

research designs. An event-sampling approach (Reis & Gable, 2000)

might be particularly promising given that the reasons for interrup-

tions are mentally easily accessible for respondents shortly after they

initiated the interruptions.

Fourth, being a self-report measure, the IFRS is inherently limited

to assessing reasons for interruptions that employees have conscious

access to. However, the IFRS also aims at measuring reasons rooted

in emotional states and psychological needs, such as belongingness, of

which employees may not always be fully aware (McClelland, 1985).

The IFRS might not entirely capture these more abstract reasons,

potentially introducing biases. For instance, when high-status

employees initiate interruptions to alleviate a negative affective state,

they might suppress acknowledging this reason because admitting to

being in a negative affective state would be incongruent with their

high status (McGrath, 2017; Tiedens, 2001). Nevertheless, supporting

the IFRS's ability to effectively capture all interruption reasons, we

found that the self-reported interruption reasons were meaningfully

related to other constructs in their nomological net measured a week

later. Yet, future research should strive to deepen the understanding

of the extent to which the reasons for interruptions are consciously

accessible to employees. An important next step could be comparing

our self-reported IFRS with implicit measures of interruption reasons

(Uhlmann et al., 2012).

As a suggestion for future research, it would be interesting to

examine if the IFRS cannot only be used to study interruptions that

occur face-to-face but also via other communication channels. A

next step would be to study the IFRS in the context of other syn-

chronous communication channels, such as phone calls or online

voice calls. Applying the IFRS to interruptions via other synchronous

channels might be particularly suitable because these channels can

convey many information, such as tone of voice, and involve direct

reactions from interaction partners (Ishii et al., 2019). As a result,

interruptions via synchronous channels enable employees to not only

exchange task-relevant information but also to communicate on a

more personal level (Wang et al., 2020). Therefore, interruptions via

synchronous channels may occur for the broad variety of reasons

covered in the interruption-for-a-reason typology. Furthermore,

when studying interruptions via asynchronous channels from the

interrupters' perspective, such as interruptions via e-mails, it can be

challenging to only sample those interactions that classify as inter-

ruptions. For instance, contacted employees might open their e-mail

program only at certain times to prevent e-mails from becoming

interruptions. In such cases, e-mails cannot classify as interruptions

because they did not suspend the contacted employees' ongoing

work tasks (Puranik et al., 2020). To overcome this challenge, future

research might require methodological approaches that enable

insight into the contacted employee's behavior at the start of the

interaction, as could be implemented in dyadic studies among

coworkers.

Similarly, it would be valuable to link our research on face-to-face

interruptions to interruptions in other contexts, such as interruptions

in conversations (Briggs et al., 2023). Research on conversational

interruptions might benefit from a systematic typology of interruption

reasons, which could be consistent with our typology. Like our

research on work interruptions, focusing on reasons for conversa-

tional interruptions can uncover previously overlooked positive

aspects. For instance, conversational interruptions can serve to
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validate the interruptees' viewpoint (James & Clarke, 1993), which

might align with our other-focused belongingness interruption cate-

gory. Nevertheless, despite conceptual overlap, the reasons for work

interruptions might not fully apply to conversational interruptions due

to differing social dynamics. For instance, conversational interruptions

can serve to signal dominance to interruptees (Farley, 2008), which is

not covered in our typology.

Moreover, future research should unpack how contemporary

workplace trends, such as flexible work arrangements (Shifrin &

Michel, 2022) and the use of communication technology (Leroy

et al., 2021), impact the initiation of interruptions. For instance, given

that social relationships at work are an important reason for coming

to the office (Mergener & Trübner, 2022), employees who work pre-

dominantly remotely might intend to spend their on-site time

strengthening bonds with their coworkers. To do so, these employees

might frequently interrupt for belongingness reasons on on-site days.

Furthermore, communication technology, such as instant messaging

applications, has lowered the barrier for interrupting one's coworkers

(Leroy et al., 2021). Employees use this technology to interact with

their coworkers even on site (Finn, 2006). Future research could

explore how employees use different communication channels to

interrupt their coworkers. For instance, interrupters might rely on

e-mail communication to address simple work tasks but use face-

to-face interruptions to coordinate more complex tasks that require

in-depth discussions. In addition, while relying on communication

technology as interruption channel might facilitate quick and easy

exchanges of information, it might pressure employees to be con-

stantly connected to communication technology, harming their well-

being (Barber & Santuzzi, 2015).

As another future research direction, scholars should study the

reasons for interruptions across various cultures. Our study was con-

ducted among German employees whose cultural communication

style may affect the reasons for why they initiate interruptions. Spe-

cifically, Germans are recognized for their formality and directness in

communication, prioritizing the conveyance of information while

downplaying social functions (House, 2006; Schmidt, 2001). As a

result, German employees might be hesitant to initiate belongingness

and hedonic interruptions that involve informal, personal interactions

with interruptees. Belongingness and hedonic interruptions might be

more frequent in other cultures than in our German samples. Future

research should consider these cultural differences when studying

interruptions across cultures.

Furthermore, although we identified several positive aspects of

interruptions for interrupters, future research should explore under

which conditions interruptions might have negative implications for

interrupters. For instance, in workplaces that discourage interruptions,

coworkers might punish interruptions because they violate organiza-

tional norms (Feldman, 1984). In such workplaces, employees who fre-

quently initiate interruptions might risk damaging their reputations

and relationships with their coworkers. As another example, while our

research focused on interruptions that either benefitted the inter-

rupters or interruptees, interrupters might also initiate interruptions

to harm interruptees, such as to bully them (Mackey et al., 2021).

When initiating interruptions for such reasons, interrupters might get

distrusted by their colleagues or excluded from workgroups

(Schilpzand et al., 2014).

7.3 | Practical implications

Prior research has encouraged organizations to eliminate interruptions

from workplaces (e.g., Baethge & Rigotti, 2013). Accordingly, some

organizations implemented policies limiting interruptions, such as

quiet hours during which interruptions are prohibited (Perlow, 1999)

or work areas designated to be free of interruptions (Haapakangas

et al., 2018). Our research shows that these recommendations and

policies can be costly because they may deprive employees of inter-

ruptions' benefits. Instead, we recommend organizations to adopt a

more differentiated view on interruptions. In managing interruptions,

organizations should not only consider the interruptees' perspective

but also the interrupters' perspective. Our research highlights that

interrupters initiate interruptions for good reasons. In addition, inter-

ruptions play important roles in interrupters' exchanges of social

resources with their coworkers, being positively associated with

requesting and offering social support. Minimizing interruptions at

work may limit opportunities for these social exchanges that are piv-

otal to organizational functioning (e.g., Cropanzano et al., 2017). Orga-

nizations should design workplaces that maximize the benefits of

interruptions for interrupters found in this research while mitigating

the negative effects of interruptions for interruptees found in past

research. For example, desks in open-plan offices can be separated by

division barriers (i.e., physical partitions, such as movable walls), which

ensure that employees not involved in interruptions among other

coworkers are not disturbed, while still allowing for spontaneous

social interactions (Sykes, 2011).

Further, organizations could implement distinct approaches for

the various interruption types. For instance, organizations might facili-

tate performance interruptions as they involve employees seeking

instrumental support and engaging in task-focused citizenship behav-

iors. The other interruption types can involve fostering social connec-

tions and exchanging emotional support, which are also critical to

employees' well-being (Colbert et al., 2016). However, given that

these interruption types do not deal with work tasks, they may less

directly impact organizational performance. Hence, organizations

could implement rules that limit such task-unrelated interruptions to

times when interruptees signal that they are available to get inter-

rupted, such as when their office door is open (Keller et al., 2020).

Finally, interrupters should consider the benefits and drawbacks

of different interruption channels. Face-to-face interruptions are more

immediate and allow for more informal, personal interactions than

interruptions via virtual channels, such as e-mails (Wang et al., 2020).

However, virtual interruptions may be less disruptive for interruptees

than face-to-face interruptions because interruptees can postpone

responding to virtual interruptions, such as by opening their e-mail

program only at times that are convenient for them (Nees &

Fortna, 2015). Hence, interrupters should contemplate resorting to
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virtual channels when the interruptions are not urgent and are not

supposed to involve more personal interactions.

Altogether, with this research, we hope to stimulate an office cul-

ture that is open to interruptions and at the same time considerate

about making them.4 In doing so, organizations might be able to capi-

talize on the positive aspects of interruptions while mitigating poten-

tial downsides.

8 | CONCLUSION

Work interruptions are a complex phenomenon and serve various pur-

poses. Past research's focus on how interruptions disrupt the interrup-

tees' goal progress did not adequately address these complexities of

interruptions. Hence, we offer a new perspective on interruptions by

illuminating the interrupters' perspective and the multiple reasons for

interruptions. In doing so, we contribute to a more comprehensive

understanding of the complexities of interruptions. Furthermore,

focusing on the interrupters' reasons for interruptions allowed us to

uncover several positive aspects of interruptions neglected in prior

research. Consequently, our research paves the way for moving

beyond a narrow focus on the negative aspects of interruptions. This

way, our research can help designing workplaces that facilitate benefi-

cial interruptions.
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