
As someone who previously managed an office and now coaches busy teams on realistic workplace wellbeing, I
have encountered countless habits people develop between meetings. One habit that’s surged alongside the rise
of our always-connected laptops and phones is online shopping during breaks. Sounds innocent, right? But is it
possible that this quick “retail therapy” is secretly draining your mental energy and defeating the very purpose of a
restorative break?

The Purpose of a Break: Why It Matters Before You Shop
The Health and Safety Executive (HSE), a UK authority monitoring workplace wellbeing, emphasizes that breaks
are essential to give our minds and bodies a chance to reset. Breaks are not simply "mini work sessions" but
intentional pauses to reduce stress, lower mental load, and prevent fatigue.

Online shopping might feel like a fun distraction, but before you tap that “Add to Cart” button mid-break, ask
yourself: Am I taking this break to recharge, or am I adding another task disguised as leisure?

Break purpose: A break’s job is to reduce decision fatigue—not increase it.

Mental load: Online shopping requires processing options, weighing prices, and anticipating needs — a
cognitive workout.

Impulse buying risk: Breaks that funnel you into spontaneous spending can have financial and emotional
costs.

Micro-breaks and Clear Endings: The Framework for Effective Rest
With task-heavy workdays and constant phone notifications pinging from apps like MRQ (mrq.com) or ChuckleS
Life (chuckleslife.com), it’s tempting to cram breaks with activities that seem enjoyable but blur boundaries.

Instead, consider structuring your micro-breaks with clear start and stop points:

1. Set a timer: Use a 5-minute timer—even if it feels a bit silly—as it enforces an endpoint to your break-based
activity.

2. Choose one activity: Avoid feeding the mental load by switching rapidly between online shopping, checking
emails, and scrolling social feeds.

3. Define what "done" looks like: For example, deciding to browse only for 5 minutes, or to just review your
wishlist without the pressure to purchase.

Research from workplace health advocates reminds us that breaks without clear boundaries tend to spill over,
causing ripple effects of fatigue and distraction throughout the rest of the day.

Screen Fatigue and Posture Change: Why Laptop and Phone Use Can
Backfire
Whether you’re browsing on a laptop or glancing at your phone for deals, prolonged screen time—even during
breaks—can accelerate physical and mental exhaustion. The HSE highlights these risks as important factors in
workplace health policies:

Screen fatigue: Our eyes and brain tire quickly from constant focus and stimulation.



Posture impact: Breaks should ideally involve movement or at least a posture shift. Scrolling on devices often
means staying slouched at a desk, which can cause muscle strain.

Reduced restorative effect: Breaks that feel like “more work” for your senses defeat the purpose of rest.

One quirky habit I’ve found helpful is keeping a “break menu” taped near my monitor with non-screen alternatives
—like stretching, breathing exercises, or a quick walk to a window. This intentional posture change feels
rejuvenating and better honors the break's mental reset function.

Timers and Boundaries: Your Secret Weapons Against Mental Overload
That trusty 5-minute timer is more useful than it sounds. I insist on using one in coaching sessions because it
gently curtails the tendency to let “just one more click” turn a break into an extended session of impulse buying or
decision fatigue.

Feedback from users of tools like MRQ show improved productivity and wellbeing when timers and notified
boundaries help keep breaks structured rather than free-for-alls.

Timer Use Benefit Example Tools Time-box online shopping Limits decision fatigue and avoids slipping into
overload Phone Clock, Laptop Reminder Apps Schedule post-break posture change Reduces screen fatigue and
muscle strain StretchIt, Reminder Notifications (MRQ) Use notification-free breaks Clears mental load and reduces
impulsive app checking Do Not Disturb Mode, ChuckleS Life Mindfulness Reminders

Setting boundaries around breaks doesn’t require new gear or fancy gadgets—just simple consistent habits
notifications off during work and mindfulness.

https://chuckleslife.com/the-five-minute-reset-smarter-ways-to-use-small-breaks-in-a-busy-day/


Final Thoughts: Is Online Shopping Really a Break?
Admittedly, online shopping during work breaks can seem harmless and a little fun. But weighing the factors
above, the mental load from decision fatigue, the risk of impulse buying, and the physical toll of screen fatigue
suggest it can quietly drain you rather than restore you.

To truly be a break—whether a micro-break or a longer pause—your activity should let you step away from work-
related cognitive demands and devices. Creating firm boundaries around the purpose and duration of breaks helps
protect your mental resources and overall wellbeing.

Try these steps before the next online shopping temptation strikes:

Pause: Ask what your break needs right now—rest, movement, fresh air?

Choose consciously: If you want to browse online stores, time-box it and keep it separate from your work
breaks.

Move: Even a subtle change in posture or stepping away from screens can make your break restorative.

Refocus: Look out a window before opening any online feed—it’s a simple ritual to reset your attention.

Remember, breaks exist to restore you—not to drain you quietly. Keep those tiny “break menu” notes taped near
your monitor and set timers to keep your rest breaks truly refreshing.

Written by a former office manager turned workplace wellbeing writer, passionate about coaching teams on
realistic routines that fit between meetings.


