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Abstract

Interruption of work by e-mail and other communi cati on technol ogi es has becomewi despread and ubiquitous. However,
our understanding of how such interruptions influence individual performance is limited. This paper distinguishes
between two types of e-mail interruptions (incongruent and congruent) and draws upon action regul ation theory and the
computer-mediated communication literatureto examinetheir direct andindirect effectsonindividual performance. Two
empirical studies of sales professionals were conducted spanning different time frames: a survey study with 365
respondents and a diary study with 212 respondents. The results were consistent across the two studies, showing a
negativeindirect effect of exposuretoincongruent interruptions (interruptions contai ning information that isnot rel evant
to primary activities) through subjective workload, and apositiveindirect effect of exposure to congruent interruptions
(interruptions containing information that is relevant to primary activities) through mindfulness. The results differed
across the two studiesin terms of whether the effects were fully or partially mediated, and we discuss these differences
using meta-inferences. Technology capabilities used during interruptions episodes also had significant effects:
rehearsing (fine-tuning responses to incoming messages) and reprocessing (reexamining received messages) were
positively related to mindfulness, parallel communication (engaging in multiple e-mail conversations simultaneously)
and leaving messagesin theinbox were positively related to subjective workload, and del eting messages was negatively
related to subjective workload. Thisstudy contributesto research by providing insights on the different paths that link
e-mail interruptions to individual performance and by examining the effects of using capabilities of the interrupting
technology (I T artifact) during interruptions episodes. It also extendsthe experimental tradition that focusesonisolated
interruptions. By shiftingthelevel of analysisfrom specificinterruption eventsto overall exposureto interruptionsover
time and from the laboratory to the workplace, our study provides realism and ecological validity.
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