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A literature search in the PsycInfo database conducted in November 2013 identified 11 journal papers that addressed
psychological detachment as a recovery experience in the years between 1998 and 2009 and 32 between 2010 and
2013, demonstrating a rapid growth of this research area. Most of these studies are based on rather broad conceptuali-
zations of recovery processes and personal resources (e.g., effort recovery model, Meijman & Mulder, 1998; conser-
vation of resources theory, Hobfoll, 1998) and lack a coherent framework that specifically focuses on the detachment
experience. A comprehensive model on the role of psychological detachment in the job-stress context is missing. Such
a model, however, is highly needed in order to explain how and when stressful work experiences translate into poor
health and well-being. By specifically focusing on psychological detachment as a core recovery experience, such a
model helps in better understanding the psychological mechanisms underlying the siressor—strain process.

In this review, we provide an overview of empirical research on psychological detachment from work dnring
nonwork time by organizing the findings within a stressor-detachment model (Sonnentag, 2010). In essence, the
stressor-detachment mode] proposes that job stressors tmpede psychological detachment from work during nonwork
time, mainly because job stressors increase negative activation—a state that makes it difficult to psychologically
detach from work. Thus, the model suggests that when employees are exposed (o job stressors, they find it more
difficult to psychologically detach from work—although they are in a particular need for detachment and recovery
{deCroon, Sluiter, Blonk, Broersen, & Frings-Dresen, 2004). A lack of psychological detachment in turn will further
increase strain reactions and impair affective states and well-being, Lack of psychological detachment is a partial
mediator linking job stressors and strains. Moreover, the siressor-detachment model proposes that psychological
detachment attenuates the association between job stressors and strains.

Our review goes beyond earlier review chapters and articles on job stress that have focused on coping processes
(Dewe & Cooper, 2007), job-stress interventions (Bowling, Beehr, & Grebner, 2012), or agency and interpretation
processes (Daniels, 2011). Specifically, it targets psychological detachment as one powerful mechanism in the
stressor—strain process. Thereby, it is also more focused than previous reviews that covered recovery processes more
widely (Demerouti, Bakker, Geurts, & Taris, 2009; Geurts & Sonnentag, 2006). At the same time, it broadens the
scope by not only focusing on day-level studies (Demerouti et al.,, 2009) and by including the extensive research that
has been published during very recent years.

Our review is organized as follows: after introducing the core concepts to be examined, we will describe the stressor-
detachment model addressing various time perspectives. We will then review empirical research on the relationship
between lack of psychological detachment from work on the one hand and strain and poor well-being on the other hand.
Thereafter, we will summarize empirical evidence on the relationship between job stressors and lack of psychological
detachment, including rescarch on mediator and moderator effects. In the discussion section, we will suggest an
extended stressor-detachment model and will describe avenues for future research as well as practical implications.

Core Concepts

In this section, we introduce the core constructs of the stressor-detachment model: (1) job stressors; (2) strain reactions
and well-being; and (3) psychological detachment from work during nonwork time.

Job stressors

Job stressors refer to factors in the work environment that may lead to strain reactions such as negative arousal, physical
symptoms, or psychological impairments (Kahn & Byosiere, 1992). Job stressors can be grouped in various categories,
including physical stressors, task-related stressors, role stressors, social stressors, career-related stressors, traumatic
events, and stressful change processes (Sonnentag & Frese, 2012). Among the job stressors that received extensive
research attention are task-related stressors (e.g., time pressure and work overload, work complexity, interruptions,
and situational constraints that potentially interfere with task performance), role stressors (role overload, role
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about oneself and one’s world” (Segerstrom, Stanton, Alden, & Shortridge, 2003, p. 909). Repetitive thought can
take both adaptive and maladaptive forms. For example, worry refers to a chain of thoughts and images, “negatively
affect-laden and relatively uncontrollable” (Borkovec, Robinson, Pruzinsky, & DePree, 1983, p. 10), and is mainly
concerned with the future than with the present or the past (Borkovec et al., 1983). The term rumination subsumes “a
class of conscious thoughts that revolve around a common instrumental theme and that recur in the absence of
immediate environmental demands requiring the thoughts™ (Martin & Tesser, 1996, p. 1) and occurs when experienc-
ing discrepancies during goal pursuit. Rumination can be rather neutral—as used by Martin and Tesser—but it can also
have a negative connotation, particularly when it is “a mode of responding to distress that involves repetitively and
passively focusing on symptoms of distress and on the possible causes and consequences of these symptoms”
(Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, & Lyubomirsky, 2008, p. 400). Psychological detachment occurs in the absence of worry,
rumination, or other repetitive thoughts about work, However, it is important to note that psychological detachment is
not just the opposite of repetitive thoughts. Rather, psychological detachment refers to a specific content (or the absence
thereof) in a specific temporal context. Psychological detachment means to refrain from job-related thoughts during
nenwork time. Repetitive thoughts about, for instance, one’s health or family are compatible with psychologically
detaching from work. Similarly, repetitive thoughts about work while on the job do not contradict psychological detach-
ment from work during nonwork time. Empirical evidence supports the view that psychological detachment is not just
the opposite of worry or rumination. For instance, Flaxman, Ménard, Bond, and Kinman (2012) reported a correlation of
r=-—.46 between psychological detachment and a combined measure of worry and rumination. Donahue et al. (2012)
reported a correlation of r=—.49 between psychological detachment and rumination. These moderate correlations
suggest that there is some overlap between worry and rumination on the one hand and lack of detachment on the other
hand, but lack of detachment is not identical with worry or rumination.

Psychological detachment is also related to—albeit not identical to—engagement in leisure activities as well as to other
recovery cxperiences. For instance, psychological detachment is predicted by engagement in exercise activities
{(Feuerhahn, Sonnentag, & Woll, 2014) or by absorplion in joint activities with others (Hahn, Binnewies, & Haun,
2012). Importantly, while psychological detachment shows positive relationships with other recovery experiences such
as relaxation, mastery, and control (Ragsdale, Beehr, Grebner, & Han, 2011; Siltaloppi, Kinnunen, & Feldt, 2009;
Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007), it is a distinct construct and can be differentiated in confirmatory factor analyses (Shimazu,
Sonnentag, Kubota, & Kawakami, 2012; Siltaloppi et al.,, 2009; Sonnentag, Binnewies, & Mojza, 2008; Sonnentag &
Fritz, 2007).

Within-person and between-person variation

Stressors, strain reactions, and well-being vary within individuals {e.g., on some days, more intense stressors are present
than on others} as well as between individuals (i.e., persons differ in the degree to which they face job stressors and
experience strain). Similarly, psychological detachment may vary between and within individuals. Thus, all these
constructs can be treated as within-person as well as between-person constructs. We will differentiate between
within-person and between-person studies when summarizing empirical research on the stressor-detachment model.

Overview: Stressor-detachment Model

Sonnentag (2010) proposed a stressor-detachment mede! that emphasizes the important role of psychological detach-
ment in the stressor—strain process. This model draws on cognitive activation theory of stress (Meurs & Perrews,
2011; Ursin & Eriksen, 2010) and the allostatic load model (Ganster & Rosen, 2013; McEwen, 1998) emphasizing that
it is not pimarily the acute stress reaction that is detrimental for an organism but rather the sustained activation, even
when the stressor is no longer present. As Figure 1 illustrates, psychological detachment can be conceptualized as a
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A somewhat longer-term cycle occurs at the week level. For most people, weekends—or other periods of one to
three fuil days off work—provide more free time than workday evenings and therefore offer more opportunities
for psychological detachment. Even when an employee does not fully detach during evening hours throughout
the workweek, he or she might detach from work during one or more days off. This increased opportunity for
detachment might be partly due to the larger amount of time that is available to unwind and recover. In addition,
during off-work days, many people pursue other activities than during weekday evenings which by themselves
may foster psychological detachment. Thus, in an optimal situation, an empioyee will detach from work durng
the nonwork days so that physiological strain levels and negative affective states are reduced and well-being
increases. The more an employee detaches from work during the nonwork days, the more likely it is that job
stressors experienced during the workweek lose their impact on employees’ strain levels,

However, there might be nonwork days on which employees do not fully detach from work. The stressor-detachment
model suggests that this will be the case when the preceding week was particularly stressful. In such a situation, employees
will still be experiencing negative activation that makes detachment difficult, and they may have encountered severe
hasstes, negative social interactions, or moments when they felt overwhelmed so that they need some cognitive processing
of the stressful experience in order to recover (Watkins, 2008). In addition, tull detachment might be hampered when an
employee often thinks about the upcoming workweek or when engaging in job-related activities during the nonwork days.

Over the course of a year, people will go through numerous cycles of stressor exposure and subsequent (partial)
detachment, both at the day and week levels. Under optimal circumstances, sufficient detachment will cccur during
the evening or when having a few days off so that strain reactions that occurred during the day or that might have
accumulated during the week (cf., McEwen, 1998; Theorell & Karasek, 1996) will be substantially reduced and will
not build up over time. If, however, no sufficient detachment during the evenings and during off-work days occurs,
strain levels will remain elevated and over time strain will build up and well-being will decrease.

If an employee tends not to detach from work over several weekday evenings or a few days off, this tendency of
not detaching may develop into a habit (Ouellette & Wood, 1998) and may become the employee’s usual way of
spending evenings and weekends. This employee’s overall level of psychological detachment will differ from that
of an employee who successtully detaches from work during evenings or days off and who has developed leisure
routines that help in detaching. Encountering job stressors day after day will reduce the likelihood of detachment
so that over time, the lack of detachment turns into a chronic state. As a result, strain levels will remain chronically
elevated. If this person, however, succeeds in detaching from work during evenings and off-work days despite high
levels of stressors, strain levels will be relatively low and will not increase substantially over time.

Vacations are another time period during which employees’ strain level may decrease. Spending a week or more
off the job—often in a different environment—helps to break the vicious cycle between job stressors, lack of detach-
ment, and strain (Westman & Eden, 1997). Accordingly, research reveals that strain is reduced and well-being
increases after a vacation but returns to pre-vacation levels over time (Kithnel & Sonnentag, 2011).

In the following sections, we summarize the empirical evidence for the stressor-detachment model. We start with Path
2 (lack of psychological detachment as a predictor of strain and peor well-being) to emphasize the important role of
psychological detachment for employee well-being. Then we will move to Path 1 (stressors as a predictor of poor
detachment), before we address mediator and moderator effects. Finally, we will discuss how the stressor-detachment
model may be extended.

Poor Psychological Detachment as a Predictor of Strain and Impaired
Well-being

The stressor-detachment mode] proposes that poor psychelogical detachment from work during nonwork time
predicts strain symptoms and poor well-being. During the past decade, researchers have tested this assumption in
both between-person and within-person studies. Tables 1 and 2 summarize the relevant studies.
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Authors

Sample, design, and analyses

Measure of strain and
well-being

Matn findings

Donahue et al.
(2012}
Etzion et al. (1998)

Flaxman et al.
(2012)

Fritz et al. (2010)

Fritz, Yankelevich,
Zarubin, and
Barger (2010)

Hahn et al. (2012}

N=118 nurscs (Canada)
Cross-sectional

Correlation

N =381 reservists during military
service (Israel}

Longitudinal; time lag: four
weeks and more (pre-measure:
two weeks before respite,
post-measure: one week

after respite}

Control variables: pre-respite
burnout level, job stressors,
quality of respite experience

N =77 academic employees (UK)
Short-term longitudinal study;
time lag: one and two weeks after
break, and four and five weeks
after break; detachment assessed
during the Easter bank holiday
weekend (Time 2)

OLS regression

Control variables: age, job type,
respite length, hours worked
during break, well-being beforc
break

N=229 prescheol teachers
(Germany}

Short-term longitudinal (time lag:
five days for lagged analysis)
OLS regression

Control variables: demographic
variables, working time, hassles
during weekend, other recovery
experiences {mastery, relaxation,
control), pre-weekend affect

N =107 university employees
(USA)

Cross-sectional

OLS regression

Confrol variables: demographic
variables, negative affect,
workload, autonomy

N=269 (Germany)

Emotional exhaustion

Burnout

Emotional exhaustion
Anxiety
Fatigue

PANAS-X

Joviality

Self-assurance

Serenity

Fear

Hostility

Sadness

Fatigue

Ar end of weekend and at end
of following week

Emotional exhaustion

Life satisfaction

Assessed by significant other or
close friend

Vigor, joviality, serenity,
negative activation, fatigue

neither emotional exhaustion nor
physical health complaints

Detachment negatively correlated
with emotional exhaustion

Dectachment did not predict post-
respite burnout; three-way
interaction effect between
detachment during tespite, job
stressors, and quality of respite
experience

Detachment showed significant
negative concwrent and lagged
correlations with emaotional
exhaustion, anxiety, and fatigue
but did not predict change in
these outcomes over time

Detachment concurrently related
to joviality and serenity
Detachment predicted increase in
serenity

Detachment did not predict other
affective states

Detachment predicted low
emotional exhaustion and high
life satisfaction

Detachment during the weekend
predicted low negative activation
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Table 2. Within-person studies examining detachment as a predictor of strain and well-being.

Measure of strain and

Authors Sample, design, and analysis well-being Main findings
Demerouti, N =83 employees (Germany, The Exhaustion at bedtime, Detachment during the evening
Bakker, Netherlands), 332 days vigor at bedtinie predicted [ow levels of exhaustion
Sonnentag, and Within-person analysis, person-inean and high levels of vigor at bedtime
Fullagar (2012) centering of day-level predictor

Derks and Bakker
(in press)

Feuerhahn et al.
(2014}

Korunka,
Kubicek, Prem,
and Cvitan {2012)

Mojza,
Sonnentag, and
Bornernann
2011}

Sanz-Vergel,
Demerouti,
Bakker, and
Moreno-Jiménez
(2011)

variables

Control variables: demographic
variables general level of outcome
variables, flow at work

N =60 employees (The Netherlands),
293 days

Within-person analysis, person-mean
centering of day-level predictor
variables

N =126 persons (Germany),

580 days

Within-person analysis, person-mean
centering of day-level predictor
variables

N =064 railway controllers (Central
Europe), 626 days

Within-person analysis, grand-mean
centering of day-level variables
Control variables: demographic
variables, fatigue at shift onset,
workload, time control during shift

N =105 employees working as
volunteers {Germany), 476 days
Within-person analysis, person-mean
centering of day-level predictor
variables

Control variables: demographic
variables, day-specific job stressors,
leisure activities on the preceding
evening, need satisfaction, mastery
during the evening

N =49 employees (Spain), 5 days
over one week

Within-person analysis, person-mean
centering of day-level predictor
variables

Control variables: dernographic
variables, home-role salience,

Work home interference,
emotional exhaustion,
cynicism

Positive affect and
negative affect at
bedtime

Fatigue during night
shift and day shift

Positive and negative
affect at work on the
next day

Work-home interference
in the evening, cognitive
liveliness at bedtime

Detachment after work negatively
related to work-home interfcrence,
particularly in intensive smartphone
users; work-home interference in turm
related to elevated levels of
emotional exhaustion (but not
cynicism), also only in intensive
smartphone users

Detachment during the evening
predicted high positive affect and low
negative affect at bedtime

Detachment prior to shift predicted
low levels of fatigue 4 hours after
start of night shift and after 12 hours
of day shift, but not at other time
intervals; detachment attenuated the
effect of high workload on fatigue
during the first 4 hours of a night
shift, but not at other time intervals

Detachment during the evening did
not predict positive and negative
affect at work on the next day

Detachment during the evening
predicted low levels of work-home
interference, but not cognitive
liveliness
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Mojza, et al. (2008} suggests that the benefits of regularly detaching from work during after-work hours may accu-
mulate over the workweek: In this study using a week-level design, psychological detachment during evenings pre-
dicted positive affect at the end of the workweek, Taken together, within-person studies suggest that employees’
affective states benefit from detaching from work during the evening. Obviously, the immediate gains are stronger
than delayed gains. In addition, preliminary evidence suggests that the effects of poor detachment may accumulate
over the course of a workweek.

Stressors as Predictors of Poor Psychological Detachment

As mentioned above, the stressor-detachment model suggests that job stressors can hinder psychological detachment
from work during nonwork time. More specifically, job stressors are associated with an increase in negative activa-
tion such as negative affect (Volmer, Binnewies, Sonnentag, & Niessen, 2012), increase in stress hormones
(Sonnentag & Fritz, 2006), or worry and rumination about the stressor (Cropley & Purvis, 2003). Negative
activation in turn makes it difficult for employees to mentally disengage from work even after they physically leave
the workplace. Specifically, they may stay occupied with work-related tasks, try to engage in problem solving and to
deal with the stressor, or continue to worty or vent about the stressor. Accordingly, research shows that a variety of
job stressors is associated with lower psychological detachment from work. Below, we will describe empirical
findings relating to job stressors and detachment, again differentiating them info between-person and within-person
studies (see also Tables 3 and 4),

Between-person studies

Maost between-person studies so far have focused on workload and other job demands as a predictor of low psycho-
logical detachment using cross-sectional research designs. Several studies show a nepative relationship between
time pressure or workload on the one hand and psychological detachment on the other hand (e.g., Burke et al.,
2009; Potok & Littman-Ovadia, 2014; Safstrom & Hartig, 2013; Shimazu et al., 2012; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007).
Similarly, studies found negative relationships between number of work hours or hours of overtime and psycholog-
ical detachment (e.g., Burke et al., 2009; Kinnunen et al., 2011; Oosthuizen et al., 2011). Additionally, decision-
making demands and other cognitive demands (similar to job complexity) have been found to be associated with
a lack of psychological detachment (Kinnunen et al., 2011; Oosthuizen et al., 2011).

Researchers have further examined relationships between a variety of other jobs stressors and psychological
detachment. Examining between-person relationships, research revealed negative relationships for situational
constraints (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007), emotional dissonance (i.e. displaying emotions other than the ones one
actually feels; Scnnentag, Kuttler, et al., 2010), and emotional demands {Oosthuizen et al., 2011). Sonnentag
and Fritz (2007) further found that role ambiguity—a lack of clear role assignments—was negatively associated
with psychological detachment from work during nonwork time. Potok and Littman-Ovadia (2014) found negative
relationships between role ambiguity and psychological detachment when using significant-other reports but not when
using self-reports of detachment. In addition, they found negative relationships between role conflict—the incompat-
ibility of different work roles—and psychological detachment from work (cf. Moreno-Jiménez et al., 2012, for a
similar finding). However, Sonnentag and Kruel (2006) found no relationship between either role ambiguity or role
conflict and psychological detachment. So far, only a few between-person studies have explored the role of social
stressors in psychological detachment from work. For instance, Demsky et al. (in press) found that (co-worker and
self-reports of) workplace aggression was negatively associated with employee-reported detachment.

Research on psychological detachment from work has further started exploring the impact of work-related activ-
ities during nonwork time. For example, Park et al. (2011) found that the amount of work-related technology use at
home {i.e., email or phone)—possibly resulting from high workload—was associated with lower levels of
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Authars Sample, design, and analyses Measure of stressors Main findings

Potok and N=210 employees from various Role ambiguity Role ambiguity was associated with
Littman-Ovadia  occupations and 109 significant Role conflict significant-other-reported detachment,
(2014) others (Israel} Workload but was not associated with self-reported

Cross-sectional
OLS regression
Control variables; work hours

Safstrom and
Hartig (2013)

N=174 full-time employees, enrolled
as students (Sweden)

Cross-sectional

OLS regression

Control variables: demographic
variables, study demands

Shimazu et al.
{2012)

N=2520 (Japan)
Cross-sectional
Correlations

Sonnentag and
Fritz (2007)

N=271 employees from various
occupations (Germany)
Cross-sectional

Correlations

Sonnentag and
Kruel (2006)

N =148 school teachers (Germany)
Detachment assessed with self-report
measure and by family member
Cross-sectional

OLS

Control variabies: demographics,
action-state orientation, teaching load

Sonnentag, N=136 pastors and 97 spouses

Kuttler, et al. (Switzerland)

2010 Cross-sectional
OLS regression, dyadic-data analysis
Control variables: demographics,
actual work hours, job control

von Thiele N=160 working women (Sweden)

Schwarz (2011)  Longitudinal; time lag: 6 months
OLS regression

Control variables: demographics

Job demands

Job demands

Time pressure

Role ambiguity
Situational constraints
Hours of overtime

Workload
Role ambiguity
Role conflict

Workload
Emotional dissonance

Job demands

detachment. Role conflict and workload
were associated with detachment

High job demands predicted low levels
of detachment

Detachment mediated relationships
between 1) job demands and perceived
stress, and 2) job demands and life
satisfaction

Job demands were negatively
associated with detachment

Time pressure, role ambiguity,
situational constraints, and hours of
overtime were negatively associated
with detachment

Workload was associated with lower
self-reported and family-reported
detachment

Workload and emotional dissonance
were related to low detachment
Self-reported detachment was a partial
mediator between 1) workload/emotional
dissonance and emotional exhaustion,
and 2) workleoad/emotional dissonance
and need for recovery
Spouse-reported detachment was a
partial mediator between 1) workload
and emotional exhaustion, and 2}
workioad and need for recovery

Job demands (Time 1)predicted inability
to withdraw from work (Time 1);
inability to withdraw partially mediated
the relationship between 1) job demands
and poor next-day recovery (Time 2)
and 2} job demands and fatigue (Time 2).

detachment. In addition, their findings show that a strong workgroup norm for segmenting work and nenwork
domains was associated with higher levels of detachment during nonwork time. Furthermore, a recent study
by Barber and Jenkins (in press) found that information and communication technology (ICT) boundary crossing
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Within-person studies

Studies focusing on within-person relationships between job stressors and psychological detachment confirm
and expand findings from between-person studies. For example, with regard to workload, Sonnentag and
Bayer (2003) found that high chronic time pressure and long daily work hours predicted lower levels of
detachment during the evening. Furthermore, Volmer et al. (2012) reported that conflicts with costumers during
the workday were associated with lower levels of detachment as well as with higher negative work reflection
(i.e., negatively thinking about one’s work during nonwork time) during the evening. A recent study by Bono
et al. (2013) suggests that negative events during the workday were related to lower levels of detachment during
evening hours. Furthermore, ten Brummelhuis and Bakker (2012) as well as Volman et al. (2013) found that work
activities in the evening were associated with lower detachment reported at bedtime. In summary, findings from
within-person studies, while still limited, support findings from between-person studies demonstrating a negative
relationship between job stressors or negalive events at work and psychological detachment from work during
nonwork time.

Psychological Detachment as a Mediator between Job Stressors and Strains

Research has started exploring the possible mediating role of psychological detachment in the relationship between
Jjob stressors and strain outcomes. Job stressors deplete individual resources, which becomes apparent in increased
levels of strain and reduced well-being. Recovery from work stressors can occur when work-related demands and
stressors are removed, as for example indicated by high levels of detachment. Under high levels of job stressors,
employees have a harder time mentally disengaging from work during nonwork time due to increased negative
activation (e.g., negative affect and elevated physiological stress responses). This negative activation can result in
worry and rumination about the stressor, attempts to deal with the work-related problems, or engagement in
additional work tasks during nonwork time, all of which by definition imply a lack of detachment from work. For
example, high workload may require employees to engage in work-related tasks and conversations after hours,
or interpersonal conflict at work may increase attempts for problem solving and conflict resolution during
nonwork time. Because to date, so few studies have examined this meditational process, it is premature to differ-
entiate findings for between-person versus within-person studies. Using a cross-sectional survey design,
Sonnentag, Kuttler, et al. (2010) found that detachment partially mediated the relationships between workload
and emotional dissonance on the one hand and exhaustion and need for recovery on the other hand. Similarly,
Kinnunen et al. (2011) found that job demands (time pressure, decision-making demands, and work hours) were
negatively related to psychological detachment, which in turn was negatively related to fatigue at work. Using
structural equation modeling, they found support for a full mediation. Similarly, Safstrom and Hartig (2013)
reported that detachment mediated the relationship between job demands and perceived stress as well as between
job demands and life satisfaction.

While findings from these studies need to be interpreted taking their cross-sectional design into account, several
other studies used longitudinal research designs to examine the question of mediation. von Thiele Schwarz (2011),
using a six-month time lag, found that a lack of withdrawal from work partially mediated the relationship between
job demands on the one hand and a decreased sense of recovery and increased fatigue on the other hand. A daily-
diary within-person study identified psychological detachment as a mediator between work activities in the evening
after work and lower vigor the following moming (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012).

In summary, there is some support for the hypothesis that psychological detachment acts as a mediator betwecn
job stressors and employee well-being. However, due to the small number of studies so far, the diverse research
designs (e.g. cross-sectional vs. longitudinal) and the diverse set of stressors examined, we hope that future research
will deepen our understanding of these meditational processes.
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match the specific stressors in order to be effective. Accordingly, de Jonge et al. (2012) have suggested that the
specific way of detaching from work must match the specific stressors with cognitive demands requiring cognitive
detachment (i.e., putting thoughts about work aside) and emotional demands requiring emotional detachment (i.e.,
distancing oneself from work-related emotions). This idea, for instance, also implies that psychological detachment
should not help to reduce the effects of physical stressors because such stressors should impact on the organism
irrespective if one continues to think about them during nonwork time or not.

Moreover, the proposed buffering effect of psychological detachment partially contradicts the buffering effect of
social support. In order to receive social support from nonwork sources (e.g., family and friends), one needs to talk
about work-related topics during nonwork time. While talking about work—by definition—detachment cannot
occur. Future studies may aim at better understanding the possibly combined effects of psychological detachment
and social support on strain reactions and well-being. Possibly, experiencing social support {i.e., not detaching from
work) immediately after work may help detaching from work later on.

Discussion

Over the past decade, researchers have identified psychological detachment from work during nonwork time as an
important recovery experience. Using the stressor-detachment model as an organizing framework, this literature review
shows that job stressors are related to poor psychological detachment from work, Lack of psychological detachment in
turn is refated to strain reactions and poor well-being—both between and within persons. Associations with life satis-
faction and work engagement were rather consistent across between-person studies, whereas associations with more
transient positive affective states fluctuating within shorter time periods were relatively scarce. Psychological detach-
ment from work further seems to partially mediate the relationship between job stressors on one hand and strain and
well-being indicators on the other hand. In other studies, psychological detachment was found to be a moderator in
the stressor-strain relationship.

The finding that job stressors make psychological detachment more unlikely is not trivial because when facing job
stressors, employees will experience a higher need for recovery (De Croon, Sluiter, & Blonk, 2004). Thus, although
need for recovery increases when stressor levels are high, the most likely response to these stressors is not
detachment from work but keeping up a mental connection to work, possibly triggered by high levels of negative
activation. In the following section, we will discuss how the stressor-detachment model could be further extended.
We will suggest directions for future research and will elaborate on possible practical implications.

Expanding the stressor-detachment model

In this review, we have presented empirical evidence that job stressors predict poor psychological detachment,
which in turn predicts strain and poor well-being. Although, overall, empirical cvidence supports this model, the
associations between the model’s core constructs might differ between individuals and situations. We now discuss
moderator variables that should be incorporated into an extended stressor-detachment modet (see Figure 2), We base
our suggestions on conceptual arguments based on transactional stress theory (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Empirical
research on such moderator effects, however, is still scarce.

Based on transactional stress theory, we propose that the negative effects of job stressors on detachment are
moderated by (1) the attention a person directs to his or her job and associated stressors and (2) the resources that
help in dealing with the stressors (see arrow 5 in Figure 2). According to transactional stress theory, primary and
secondary appraisals are crucial in the stress process. During primary appraisal, an individual evaluates if an event
potentially threatens or harms his or her well-being. During secondary appraisal, an individual evaluates if anything
can be done to cope with the stressor. An implicit prerequisite for cvaluating an cvent as threatening or harmful
during primary appraisal is that the individual directs at least some attention to this event and the context in which
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in the field of environmental psychelogy suggests that spending time in a natural environment that provides the expe-
rience of “being away” is associated with increased psychological and physiological recovery (Hartig, Evans, Jamner,
Davis, & Giirling, 2003). Thus, environmental settings may partially determine if psychological detachment actually oc-
curs during a break. Without doubt, much more research is needed on work breaks, particularly because organizations
may have more influence on how employees spend their work breaks than on how they spend their leisure time. When
addressing work breaks, researchers should also consider the role of micro breaks, that is, short periods of time during
which the process of task accomplishment is halted (Fritz, Lam, & Spreitzer, 2011}).

Practical implications

As described in this review, studies showed positive relationships between psychological detachment from work during
nonwork time and reduced strain and increased well-being. Therefore, establishing ways for employees to routinely
detach from work is important. Developing and implementing interventions that train employees in detaching from
work could thus be a low-cost, easy-lo-implement way to improve employee well-being. Probably, the impact of a
detachment intervention will be most effective when a person’s initial level of detachment will be low. Interventions
could, for example, teach employees to develop clear physical or mental boundaries between work and nonwork
domains that will facilitate detachment (Ashforth, Kreiner, & Fugate, 2000). More specifically, such interventions could
include ideas from goal-setting theory (Locke & Latham, 1990), enabling employees to set goals for segmenting work
and nonwork domains. This could include the goal to avoid personal phone calls at work unless they are emergencies or
the goal to not check work-related emails until Monday moming at 7 AM.

Because research shows that being involved in work-related tasks during nonwork hours hinders psychological
detachment (Sonnentag & Bayer, 2005), employees may take steps to detach themselves from work each evening
by engaging in activities that are different from one’s work and by spending time with others that do not belong
to one’s work context. This step can reduce the number of contextual cues outside of work that may prime workers
to think about their work, thereby compromising full psychological detachment.

While interventions that help employees to better detach from work during nonwork time would be beneficial,
organizations can take an active role in facilitating employee detachment, too. Specifically, supervisors may role
mode] specific detachment-related behaviors and create a climate that allows employees to develop and implement
individual strategies for detachment. Supervisors should further be trained to encourage employee detachment by
avoiding assigning nonessential work tasks during nonwork time and by avoiding less direct obstacles to detachment
(e.g., “why don’t you think about that proposal tonight and get back to me in the moming?”}.

Qur review clearly shows that job stressors—particularly workload, time pressure, and overtime—can impair
psychological detachiment from work during nonwork time. Unfortunately, high workload and overtime are common
in a vast variety of occupations and may not be changed easily (Smith, Folkard, Tucker, & Evans, 2011). Therefore,
prioritizing job tasks and goal setting strategies are essential to help employees find opportunities for detachment even
in situations of high workload. Again, supervisors play a crucial role in this process.

Thus, to ensure successful detachment from work, employees may develop specific routines that aliow them to transition
from work to nonwork. For instance, they may make a to-do list for the next workday before they leave the office in the
evening and use the commuting time to “emotionally let go” of the workday. Organizations as well as employees should
also be made aware that extremely stressful events in the workplace may call for additional time to detach (e.g., a vacation).

Research suggests that a lack of detachment can partially explain the relationship between job stressor and
employee strain reactions. Given the potential causal chain between stressors, detachment, and strain, it is important
for organizations and employees to realize that increased stressors can result in a negative spiral especially over an
extended period of time (Westman, Hobfoll, Chen, Davidson, & Laski, 2005). Thus, breaking the spiral through
increased psychological detachment during nonwork time is important to sustain long-term employee health and
well-being. Employees that focus on routinely detaching from work during nonwork time may be able to avoid
an increase in sirain when job stressors are high.
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