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The Problem

Classifying Interruptions Recognizing Interruptions

Implications & Future Work

Interruptions disrupt work�low and reduce overall ef�iciency 
when working on the computer. Few people have studied the 
topic of self-interruption– interruption that is not initiated by 

external in�luence. 

• 3 observations were conducted in which each participant 
worked normally for 1 hour while the researcher recorded 
any interruptions.

• 7 retrospectives were conducted in which each participant 
recalled their day using the web browser’s history as a 
guide, focusing interrupting activities.

• Interruptions were classi�ied into 5 categories based on 
their de�ining characteristics.

• A tracking study was conducted with 4 participants in 
which each participant’s computer activity was automati-
cally logged using RescueTime2. Each participant recalled 2 
days of computer usage using the log, from which inter-
ruptions were labeled.

• Program name, window title, URL, usage time, and usage 
duration were logged for each activity.

• initial probability of a task switch being an interuption was 
calculated based on the similarity between window titles 
and URLs of adjacent tasks.

• Using Weka3, 4 models were independently trained and 
tested with Naive Bayes and J48 Decision Tree algorithms.

• Because of sparse data, 21 non-interruptions were ran-
domly selected to match 21 randomly selected interrup-
tions when constructing prediction models.

• Characteristics, pros, and cons of each type of self-
interruption can be used in designing a system that mini-
mizes the negative effects of each self-interruption.

• With more data, clustering can be used to verify and re�ine 
the 5 types of self-interruptions.

• Even with sparse data and simple logging, interruptions 
can be reasonably identi�ied, therefore more complex sys-
tems can hope to achieve better identi�ication of interrup-
tions and provide better solutions.

• On average, interruptions were classi�ied correctly 70.4% 
of the time (SD=9.83%)

• Similarity in window titles and URLs was the most impor-
tant factor in�luencing the decision trees

Planned or spontaneous recess from work that 
interrupts the primary task’s continuity. 
Alleviates stress and boredom, but can lead 
to procrastination.

Reaction to external stimuli even though 
immediate action does not need to be taken. 
Increases enjoyment of mundane tasks, 
but causes mediocre performance on 
dif�icult tasks. 

Intentional action taken on a different task to 
prevent neglect to that task caused by forget-
fulness. Prevents neglecting a task, but can 
lead to deviation.

Task switch caused by the need to remove 
something that constantly, or will, distract 
from the task. Decreases future chance of dis-
traction, but can cause frustration if task is un-
successful.

Gradual move away from the primary task 
which spans over several task switches. Implic-
itly serves as a break, but can lead to neglect of 
primary task.

While I was studying, I heard

     this song I liked on iTunes, 

       so I went to look up its lyrics.
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Figure 1. types of interruptions in observations & retrospectives

Figure 2. accuracy in identifying interruptions using each model
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