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Abstract 

Multiple role occupants experience both intra- and inter-role external task 

interruptions tiequently throughout their daily lives. External task intermptions are 

interruptions caused by a precipitating event in the environment. Though external 

interruptions have been associated with negative affect, the external intermption cycle 

and how it affects multiple role occupants daily lives has not been examined. The 

external intermption cycle consists of the chain of reactions subsequent to interruption. 

The current study examined the relationship between external interruptions. behavior. 

goal progress perceptions, and affective outcomes (positive and negative affect, vitality, 

and family and work satisfaction) in order to reveal how interruptions influence the well- 

being of multiple role occupants. Role centrality, polychronicity, experienced work-unit 

polychronic it y, and task demands were examined as moderators of these relationships. 

The current study utilized experience-sampling methodology. measuring the 

relevant variables at the survey level. at the end-of-day level. and the level of immediate 

experience. Fifty-two multiple role occupants (27 women. 25 men) participated in this 

study for seven consecutive days. Participants completed immediate experience 

measures 8 times a day. 

Findings indicated that participants were most likely to engage in behaviors that 

attended to the intermption (pre-emption and simultaneity). These behaviors were not 

linked to perceptions of goal progress or affect at the immediate level of experience. At 

the immediate level of experience, goal progress was positively related to positive affect 

and vitality and negatively related to negative affect (in both the work and family 

domains). The end-of-day (EOD) results indicated that goal progress was positively 



linked to end-of-day work sat is fact ion and family sat is fact ion. End-o f-day percept ions of 

family goal progress were positively related to EOD vitality levels. Cross-level analyses 

indicate that experiences throughout the day Influenced end-of-day measures. The results 

o f  this study underline the importance of examining both the work and family domains at 

multiple levels of experience to reveal the antecedents of  well-being. 



Chapter 1 

Introduction 



As more and more individuals in our society are simultaneously occupying roles 

in both the work and family domains, multiple role occupation and multiple role 

management are issues of growing concern to organizat ioml researchers and 

practitioners. Multiple role occupants are becoming more common due to increasing 

numbers of dual-earner couples, working mothers with young children, single parent 

families. and individuals responsible for caring for elderly relatives (Stephens & 

Sommer, 1996). Several researchers have argued that attending to both work and family 

demands increases one's susceptibility to the negative effects of stress, as one's resources 

(time, energy. and attention) are consistently invested in these domains (Burke & 

Greenglass, 1 987: Zedeck 1 992). Stress has mental, physical, and financial outcomes, 

affecting both the individual and society at large (Stephens & Sommer, 1 996). 

However, although the demands associated with mutt iple role occupation are 

great, studies have not found uniformly negative effects of multiple role occupancy. 

Both negative outcomes, such as role strain and psychological distress, (Cooke & 

Rousseau, 1984; MacEwan & Barling, 1994) and positive outcomes, such as ego 

gratification and increased self-esteem, (Gove, 1972; Sieber, 1974) have been associated 

with multiple role occupation. These findings, which indicate a complex interaction 

between the demands of multiple roles and the characteristics of those occupying them. 

have led researchers to question the processes and outcomes associated with the 

occupation and management of multiple roles, and the factors that influence these 

processes and outcomes. 

Different reactions to balancing work and family roles may result as a function of 

the individual, the environment, and the person-environment interaction. An important 



component of the work-family interchange is the extent to which task interruptions occur. 

Multiple role occupants are more susceptible to interruption in both the work and family 

domains than ever before due to technological advances (such as electronic mail and 

pagers) that facilitate more frequent communication between individuals (Fisher, 1998). 

This type of intermption, in which a precipitating event in the external environment 

interrupts the individual. is called an "external interruption" (Fisher, 1998). An example 

of an external interruption would be if an individual in the work domain received a call 

from the school nurse regarding his or her child or was interrupted while working on a 

project by a co-worker. External interruptions may be classified as either intra-role or 

inter-role interruptions. An intra-role task intermption occurs when one's task activity is 

interrupted by a demand from the same role. An example of an intra-role intermption at 

work would be when an individual is working on a particular project and is interrupted by 

a coworker who asks a question about a different project. An example of an intra-role 

interruption at home is when a child interrupts a mother who is paying bills with a request 

for transportation to a friend's house. An inter-role intermption occurs when one's 

current task activity is interrupted by a demand eom a different role. The example of 

being intempted at work by a call born the school nurse would constitute an inter-role 

interruption. Interruptions may increase psycho logical stress and strain in individuals 

because they delay task completion and goal progress. To date. few studies have 

examined the immediate effects of interruptions at work and home. The studies that have 

been conducted have generally focused on the negative elements of external interruption. 

The present study adds to this literature by examining positive and negative affective 

outcomes associated with interruptions in work and family domains. 



External interruptions are often unpredictable in nature, as individuals are 

unaware of when they will occur and how long they will last. Mandler (1 990) suggested 

that when an intermption unexpectedly occurs. arousal and negative affect may result 

because the individual is ill-prepared to respond to it. Carver and Scheier's ( 198 1) 

control theory postulates that interruptions hinder behavior regulation and delay goal- 

oriented behavior. According to control theory, the delay of goal-oriented behavior 

increases the discrepancy between intended and actual behavior, and this discrepancy 

leads to negative affective reactions. The degree of negative affect is determined by the 

size of the discrepancy. 

Research has supported the positive relationship between external intermptions 

and negative affect. In a study of external interruptions in the workplace, perceptions of 

role overload and pressure were correlated with the occurrence of an intra-role 

interruption that forced individuals to interrupt their current work task or work 

simultaneously on both the interrupting and interrupted task (Kirmeyer, 1988). A line of 

research by Williams and colleagues has found that the juggling of work and family role 

demands caused by inter-role interruptions is a daily stressor for working parents. 

resulting in decreased task enjoyment and greater negative affect (Williams, Suls, Alliger, 

Learner. & Wan, 1991 ; Williams & Alliger, 1994). 

The purpose of the current study is to examine the full cycle of external task 

interruption in work and family settings. A within-subjects design is employed to 

examine the psychological processes and outcomes of interruption, and the influence of 

the individual, the environment, and the person-environment interaction on these 

processes and outcomes. The relationships between external task interruptions, 



perceptions of goal progress, and subsequent affective outcomes relevant to the well- 

being of multiple role occupants (domain satisfaction, affect, and vitality) are explored. 

The moderating effect of personality and environmental variables relevant to external 

task interruption and multiple role occupation are examined. This study utilizes both the 

immediate and daily levels of experience to capture the dynamic cycle of processes and 

outcomes throughout the daily lives of multiple role occupants. 



Chapter 2 

Literature Review and Hypotheses 




































































































































































































































































































