Want to Excel at Work? Take a Vacation
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The science is clear: Taking a break is a key part of getting ahead at work. Just as top athletes need to
schedule recovery breaks in their training, employees need time to mentally recharge in order to stay
sharp and engaged on the job.
In an article published in Current Directions in Psychological Science, Sabine Sonnentag of the
University of Mannheim comprehensively reviewed the current research on recovering from work. Her
analysis of dozens of studies shows that taking a break from work—both mentally and physically—is
essential to maintaining top performance.
“Research in organizational psychology and related fields has identified recovery from work as an
important mechanism that explains how employees can stay energetic, engaged, and healthy, even when
facing high job demands,” Sonnentag writes.
Previous research has shown that vacation time is essential for reducing stress and even maintaining
cardiovascular health. However, as many people know all too well, the relaxing effects of a vacation

don’t last.
Working with Jana Kühnel of the University of Ulm, Sonnentag conducted a study to find out just how
long the positive effects of a vacation last once we return to the daily grind. The researchers surveyed
131 teachers before and after a two week break from school.
First, they had the teachers complete a measure of exhaustion—how emotionally drained and burned out
they felt the day before heading out for vacation. The teachers then completed weekly surveys on how
engaged they were with their work, relaxed, and stressed they felt four weeks after returning from
vacation.
As predicted, the results indicated that vacationing had a beneficial effect. Not only did the teachers
report feeling less tired and emotionally burned out, they also reported feeling more engaged and
positive about their work.
But, these benefits were fairly short-lived, particularly for those teachers who came back to especially
difficult students and heavy workloads. Within four weeks, the vacation’s positive benefits had faded
and teachers were back to their initial levels of stress and emotional exhaustion.
Because the recharging effects of a vacation seem to dissipate fairly quickly, it’s important to try to
make time to recharge on a regular basis—particularly when work is very demanding.
“Organizations should take care to see that individuals have sufficient recovery time at their disposal, for
example, by implementing regulations that restrict skipping vacation or exchanging days of one’s
vacation for financial rewards because vacation can serve as a powerful instrument to lessen emotional
exhaustion and to foster work engagement,” Kühnel and Sonnentag conclude in the Journal of
Organizational Behavior.
Not only are vacations necessary for recharging our mental batteries, there’s also mounting evidence
that spending money on experiences tend to bring us more enduring pleasure compared to splurging on
material goods.
New research published in Psychological Science shows you may be happier in the long run for taking a
cruise to the Bahamas rather than working overtime to pay for a bigger flat screen TV.
In one study, psychological scientists Amit Kumar and Thomas Gilovich of Cornell University and
Matthew Killingsworth of University of California, San Francisco tracked moment-to-moment data from
2,266 adults as part of a large-scale experience-sampling project. Participants received notifications from
the researchers on their iPhones at random times throughout the day.
Comparing data from individual participants across different times, Gilovich and colleagues found that
people were happier at times when they were thinking about a future experiential purchase, like a ski
trip, than they were at times when they weren’t thinking about a purchase at all. There was no relative
increase or decrease in happiness when people were thinking about a future material purchase.
“Our research is also important to society because it suggests that overall well-being can be advanced by

providing an infrastructure that affords experiences — such as parks, trails, beaches — as much as it does
material consumption,” says Gilovich.
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