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Motivation

Distractions in everyday work:

Task-switching: phone calls or interrupting colleagues

Auditory: chatty coworkers in open-plan offices

Effect of distractions:

Negative performance effect

Lower well-being

Individual differences

Willingness and ability to deal with distractions
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This paper

Responses to distractions and willingness and ability to handle distractions

Lab experiment: interrupt a cognitive task with task-switching and auditory distractions

Effects on performance and well-being

WTP to eliminate distractions

Validate survey questions on distraction resilience in the lab

Relationship between distraction resilience and responses to distractions

Survey evidence: LISS panel

Relationship between distraction resilience and labor market outcomes
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Results

Responses to distractions and willingness and ability to handle distractions

Lab experiment: interrupt a cognitive task with task-switching and auditory distractions

No significant performance effect

Both types of distractions hurt well-being

WTP correlates with change in well-being but not performance

Validate survey questions on distraction resilience in the lab

Heterogeneity in effect on well-being captured by survey measures on distraction resilience

Survey evidence: LISS panel

Distraction resilience is correlated with income and job satisfaction

Yang Zhong University of Warwick Working Under Distractions 4 / 25



Results

Responses to distractions and willingness and ability to handle distractions

Lab experiment: interrupt a cognitive task with task-switching and auditory distractions

No significant performance effect

Both types of distractions hurt well-being

WTP correlates with change in well-being but not performance

Validate survey questions on distraction resilience in the lab

Heterogeneity in effect on well-being captured by survey measures on distraction resilience

Survey evidence: LISS panel

Distraction resilience is correlated with income and job satisfaction

Yang Zhong University of Warwick Working Under Distractions 4 / 25



Results

Responses to distractions and willingness and ability to handle distractions

Lab experiment: interrupt a cognitive task with task-switching and auditory distractions

No significant performance effect

Both types of distractions hurt well-being

WTP correlates with change in well-being but not performance

Validate survey questions on distraction resilience in the lab

Heterogeneity in effect on well-being captured by survey measures on distraction resilience

Survey evidence: LISS panel

Distraction resilience is correlated with income and job satisfaction

Yang Zhong University of Warwick Working Under Distractions 4 / 25



Results

Responses to distractions and willingness and ability to handle distractions

Lab experiment: interrupt a cognitive task with task-switching and auditory distractions

No significant performance effect

Both types of distractions hurt well-being

WTP correlates with change in well-being but not performance

Validate survey questions on distraction resilience in the lab

Heterogeneity in effect on well-being captured by survey measures on distraction resilience

Survey evidence: LISS panel

Distraction resilience is correlated with income and job satisfaction

Yang Zhong University of Warwick Working Under Distractions 4 / 25



Literature

Task-switching:

Negative effect on performance (Monsell, 2003; Coviello et al., 2010; Buser & Peter, 2012)

Gender differences:

Szameitat et al. (2015) Belief that women are better than men at multitasking
Adams-Prassl et al. (2023): Mothers earn 20% less than fathers on MTurk due to interruptions
in their work

Noise:

Dean (2024): Increase in noise level reduces productivity through impairment of cognitive
functions

Mental well-being:

High work pressure (increased multitasking and interruptions) is associated with worse mental
health outcomes (Nagler et al., 2023)
Smartphone bans decrease consultations for psychological symptoms for girls in Norway (Abra-
hamsson, 2024)
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Experimental Design
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Timeline

Questionnaire

Practice game

3 rounds: (randomized order)

No distraction
Task-switching distraction
Auditory distraction

Well-being questions after each round

Final choice round: WTP to avoid distractions

Survey on demographics
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Questionnaire

Questions to measure resilience in working under distractions:

I dislike working in distracting environments. (R)
I can focus well in noisy environments.
I can easily concentrate after being interrupted.
I am good at working on several projects at the same time.
I enjoy working on several projects at the same time.
I have trouble limiting my phone usage. (R)
I constantly check my phone while studying. (R)
I am easily distracted. (R)

A composite measure is constructed by performing PCA on all eight questions.

The higher the number, the better at dealing with distractions.
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Overview of the tasks

Main cognitive task: Nonogram
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Overview of the tasks

Main cognitive task: Nonogram

10 minutes

Piece rate payment: 1 point per correctly labeled square

Mistakes auto corrected at a cost of 5 points

If a task is solved within 10 min, a new task is given
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Overview of the tasks

Small secondary task: adding-numbers (10 in total)

Each task needs to be solved within 1 min
(otherwise 5 points deduction)
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Treatments

Treatment 1: no distraction

Nonogram for 10 minutes followed by 10 adding-numbers tasks

Treatment 2: task-switching distraction

10 adding-numbers tasks interrupt Nonogram at random moments
Covers Nonogram and the timer freezes
Nonogram resumes after the adding-numbers task is solved or timer is done

Treatment 3: auditory distraction

Nonogram for 10 minutes followed by 10 adding-numbers tasks
A conversation plays in the background while playing Nonogram

Same task order, randomized treatment order
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Elicitation of well-being

Questions on feelings while solving the tasks after each round:

I felt stressed while playing Nonogram.

I felt happy while playing Nonogram.

I felt frustrated while playing Nonogram.

I felt stressed while playing the adding-numbers games.

I felt happy while playing the adding-numbers games.

I felt frustrated while playing the adding-numbers games.

A composite measure is constructed by taking the average of all 6 questions.

The higher the number, the better the well-being.
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Choice round

Price list on WTP to avoid distractions
For each type of distraction, choose between:

Play Nonogram with distractions
Play Nonogram without distractions but with X points deducted
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Results
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Effect of distractions on performance

N = 217: 117 female, 100 male

Controlled for task and individual fixed effects. table round 1 only summary statistics performance over time resume work
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Effect of distractions on well-being

Conversation stopped for adding-numbers games in auditory-distraction treatment. table

Controlled for task and individual fixed effects.

Well-being: average of 3 well-being questions for each type of task; the higher the number, the better the well-being.
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WTP to avoid working under distractions

Participants are willing to pay more to avoid task-switching distractions than auditory
distractions.
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WTP to avoid working under distractions

Participants value their well-being more than their earnings.
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Questionnaire items on distraction resilience

Distributions of answers to survey questions:
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Questionnaire items on distraction resilience

All dependent and independent variables are standardized.

Survey questions: first component from PCA of eight survey questions;

the higher the number, the better at dealing with distractions.

Well-being: average of all 6 well-being questions; the higher the number, the better the well-being.
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Distraction resilience and realized labor market outcomes (LISS panel)

detailed gender
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Conclusion
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Conclusion

Interrupt a main cognitive task with two types of distractions

No significant performance effects

Both types of distractions hurt well-being

WTP correlates with change in well-being but not change in performance

Heterogeneity in effect on well-being can be captured by survey questions

Survey answers correlate with income and job satisfaction
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Thank you!

Contact me at: yang.zhong.1@warwick.ac.uk
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Sample restrictions

The following participants were excluded:

22 participants who completed all three Nonogram tasks within 10 minutes for at least
one treatment (14 in no distraction, 14 in auditory distraction, and 8 in task-switching
distraction)

4 participants with a very low negative final score for at least one treatment (less than -100
points)

3 participants who chose the same option for all questions on a particular questionnaire
page (attention check)

2 participants who tried to turn off the conversation by switching off the computer

Back
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Summary Statistics

Back
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Effect of distractions on performance

Back
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Effect of distractions on performance (using round 1 only)

Back
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Performance over time

Back
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Effect of distractions on performance

Interruptions slow participants down by 2.57 seconds. Back
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Effect of distractions on well-being

Back
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Distraction resilience across occupations (LISS panel)

Back
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Relationship between distraction resilience and income and job satisfaction

Back
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Gender differences in performance and well-being (experiment)

Controlled for task and individual fixed effects.
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Gender differences in WTP (experiment)
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Gender differences in distraction resilience (LISS panel)

Back
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