Being Repeatedly Interrupted

Each Cut May Be Deniable. The Cumulative Harm Is Not.

A standalone guide to understanding repeated interruptions at work, their cumulative effects on
confidence and concentration, and ways to create clearer, more respectful communication.

When an interruption becomes a pattern

An unexpected question, urgent request or colleague joining a discussion can be an ordinary part of
working life. But when a person is repeatedly interrupted while speaking, trying to explain an idea or
concentrating on a task, the effect can extend well beyond the few seconds of each interruption. The
individual may repeatedly lose their train of thought, struggle to complete work, or begin to believe that
their contributions are not valued.

Repeated interruption may happen in meetings, supervision, phone calls, shared workspaces, online
discussions or everyday conversations. It may involve being talked over, having sentences finished by
others, receiving constant messages during focus work or being redirected before a point is complete.
Intent varies: some interruptions are necessary, accidental or a result of different communication
styles. Frequency, context, unequal treatment and response to feedback matter.

What repeated interruptions can look like

* Being talked over before finishing a sentence or explaining a concern.

* Having your idea replaced by another topic, then watching the discussion move on.

e Colleagues regularly finishing your sentences or speaking on your behalf without agreement.
* Receiving successive “quick questions” or notifications that break a sustained task.

* Being asked to rush answers while others are permitted time to explain.

* Losing opportunities to contribute because a meeting moves on before you can respond.

e Being interrupted more frequently than people in comparable roles.

Why the effect can build over time

Each interruption can impose a switching cost: attention is moved away from the original task and must
be re-established. People can lose details they were holding in mind, need extra time to regain context
or make mistakes when returning to complex work. Repeated experiences may lead to frustration,
anticipatory anxiety, exhaustion or withdrawal from discussion.

An employee who expects to be interrupted may stop sharing ideas, shorten explanations, avoid raising
concerns or over-prepare every conversation. Over time, this can affect confidence, inclusion,
workplace relationships and opportunity, even if individual interruptions appear unremarkable.

Disability, neurodivergence and different processing needs

Interruptions can be especially disruptive where a person needs additional processing time, finds
task-switching difficult, uses alternative communication, relies on a prepared structure or experiences
sensory overload. Some autistic, ADHD, dyslexic or otherwise disabled people may find it particularly
demanding to recover a lost thought or restart a task. Experiences differ; needs should be discussed
individually rather than assumed from a diagnosis.

Space to Breathe Therapy | Workplace wellbeing



Reasonable adjustments may be relevant in some circumstances, such as receiving meeting agendas in
advance, opportunities to contribute in writing, predictable turn-taking, protected focus periods or a
clear way to signal that additional processing time is needed. In Great Britain, employers may have
duties under the Equality Act 2010 where the applicable legal conditions are met.

Respectful turn-taking versus harmful patterns

Not every interruption is unreasonable. Safety issues, time-critical operational needs and genuine
collaboration can require a conversation or task to pause. A useful review considers whether
interruptions are necessary, whether there are less disruptive alternatives, whether the employee has a
chance to finish, and how a concern is handled when raised. A pattern that continues after clear
requests for change warrants closer attention.

Signs it may be affecting wellbeing or performance

* Dreading meetings or feeling unable to get a word in.

* Frequently needing to repeat or reconstruct explanations.

e Reworking tasks or staying late to regain lost concentration.

* Feeling embarrassed, dismissed, frustrated or unusually tense after discussions.
e Giving up on expressing ideas, suggestions or concerns.

* Needing substantial recovery time after communication-heavy days.

These experiences do not prove someone intended to undermine you. They are useful signals to explore what is
happening and what changes may help.

Recording experiences fairly and clearly

Keep a factual note of when and where the interruption happened, what was being said or done, its
effect, whether you asked to finish, and what happened next. Record positive responses as well as
difficulties. Avoid assigning motives you cannot know. Use workplace information responsibly and do
not copy confidential materials into a personal record without permission.

A constructive workplace conversation

It can help to describe behaviour and impact rather than label another person. For example: “In our last
three meetings | was interrupted before finishing an update. | lost my point and could not explain the
remaining issue. Could we agree that each person can finish, then take questions?”

For focus time: “Frequent unplanned requests are disrupting a task that requires sustained attention.
Could routine questions go into one message or be held for a scheduled check-in, with urgent issues
still raised immediately?”

Practical changes that may help

* A meeting chair actively protects turn-taking and invites unfinished contributions back in.

e Clear ground rules for when to interrupt, ask questions or use chat.

 Brief pauses after questions, with a choice to respond verbally or in writing.

* Protected work blocks or agreed “focus” signals, with an urgent-contact exception.

* Consolidated non-urgent requests and realistic response-time expectations.

* Written meeting summaries, decisions and actions so overlooked contributions are captured.

* A follow-up review of whether agreed changes are working in practice.

Space to Breathe Therapy | Workplace wellbeing



If the pattern continues

If informal conversation does not help, an employee can seek advice from a manager, HR, union
representative or occupational health, as appropriate. ACAS offers independent UK workplace
information. Where disability-related barriers may be involved, an employee can ask about reasonable
adjustments. If persistent interruptions are accompanied by discriminatory or bullying behaviour,
consider the relevant workplace policies and obtaining independent advice.

What supportive colleagues and managers can do

Notice whose voices dominate, whose contributions are lost and whether certain colleagues are
repeatedly cut off. Intervene without embarrassment: “I would like to hear the rest of that point.” Allow
accessible ways to participate and avoid presuming silence means agreement. The goal is not to
eliminate collaboration but to make communication fairer and less exhausting.

The broader message

One interruption may mean very little. Repeated interruptions can reduce a person’s ability to think,
contribute and feel heard. Taking the cumulative effect seriously allows workplace teams to improve
both inclusion and the quality of their work.
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Reflection and Personal Action Plan

Use any sections that are helpful. This is a private working document, not a requirement to confront anyone.

1. Recognise the pattern

Where do interruptions happen most often: meetings, conversations, messages, calls, or
concentration-heavy tasks?

2. Describe the impact

What happens to your work, confidence, ability to express yourself and wellbeing when this occurs
repeatedly?

3. Distinguish urgent from avoidable

Which interruptions are necessary, and which could be reduced or managed in a different way?

4. Ildentify one change

What would help most: turn-taking, written responses, protected focus time, a meeting chair or a
clearer urgent-contact method?
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My Workplace Conversation Plan

5. Prepare a factual example

Date / situation: Who was present:

What happened and what was the observable impact?

6. Decide how to raise the issue

| would like to say or write:

7. Agree support and a review date

Requested arrangement:

Person responsible: Review date:

How will | know it is helping?

8. Review and consider next steps

What changed? What still needs attention? Is additional advice or formal workplace support needed?

Support and further information

ACAS (acas.org.uk) provides workplace guidance. GOV.UK has information on reasonable adjustments
and Access to Work. If workplace stress is affecting your health, consider contacting a GP or appropriate
health professional.

This educational resource is not a diagnosis or legal advice. Employment rights depend on the circumstances and
applicable jurisdiction.
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