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Introduction 

Working Americans are facing a crisis of inactivity. The average 
person sits over 9 hours a day.  For many people, the workday consists of 1

plopping themselves down in a desk chair and not getting up for hours.  
With the rise of computers in the workplace, now approximately 75 % of 
jobs involve no physical activity.  Businesses have recognized the threat 2

that inactivity poses to employees’ health and well-being and they are 
searching for solutions.  

A popular solution to the inactivity crisis is giving employees the 
option to walk at a treadmill desk. Employees can put in several miles a 
day walking at a slow pace on a treadmill that fits underneath a standing-
height desk. While the treadmill desk clearly solves the inactivity crisis, it 
often raises other concerns. Skeptics wonder whether treadmill desks 
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boost activity levels at the expense of productivity levels. Can employees 
really walk while they work? 

Fortunately the answer is yes – and more. According to various 
research, using a treadmill desk can result in productivity increases above 
baseline levels for those who switch from sitting desks.  

The Cost of the Sedentary Workplace 
In 1900, 80% of jobs in America involved physical activity.  Today 3

only about 25% of people in the workforce have a physically active job.  4

The National Institutes of Health has reported that 70% of office workers 
spend more than five hours a day sitting.  By 2020, it is estimated that 5

80% of jobs in the U.S. will be sedentary – an exact reversal from work life 
in 1900.  6

Sedentary lifestyle is undeniably linked to serious health problems. 
Excessive sitting is listed as a key factor in four of the nation’s top seven 
killers.  Gallup estimates that employers of office professionals lose  7
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$24.2 billion annually in productivity due to employees being above 
normal weight or having a chronic health condition.    8

A 2013 study examining inactivity and employee performance 
found that physically inactive employees had higher incidence of disease, 
were more likely to miss work, and were less interested in learning about 
physical activity compared to their physically active colleagues.  Add to 9

these losses the increasing cost of health care and workers’ 
compensation claims, and business are taking a huge hit due to 
unhealthy employees.   

Treadmill Desks as a Solution 
Businesses are searching for solutions to help their employees be 

more active. Many of them are considering substituting treadmill desks 
for traditional sitting desks. A treadmill desk is 
a desk that adjusts in height and has a 
treadmill underneath it. The treadmill is 
engineered solely for walking, with no rails 
and a maximum speed usually of 2 mph. 
Treadmill desks are ideal for a work 
environment because people can use them 
without changing into gym clothes or working 
up a sweat.  

Witters, Dan, and Diana Liu. "In U.S., Poor Health Tied to Big Losses for All Job Types." In U.S., Poor Health Tied to Big 8

Losses for All Job Types. Gallup Well-Being, 7 May 2013. Web. 20 June 2014. <http://www.gallup.com/poll/162344/
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Using a treadmill desk can help to improve users’ health and ward 
off the negative effects of sitting. Employers increasingly recognize 
treadmill desks as the most effective way to add movement into an 
otherwise sedentary day. Yet some employers are concerned that using a 
treadmill desk will not tackle the productivity problem. If productivity 
differs due to inactivity, then do treadmill desks swing the pendulum too 
far the other way? According to the research: no.  Treadmill desks actually 
can boost productivity. 

Increased Productivity 
The age-old pejorative “he can’t walk and chew gum at the same 

time” illustrates the human body’s innate capacity to walk on autopilot 
while accomplishing other tasks. Anyone who has ever taken a phone call 
while walking or had a walking meeting knows that the brain and the 
body can work as one. The same is true when strolling slowly at a 
treadmill desk. The body is almost automatically engaged with walking, 
and the brain can focus on important work tasks.  

Researchers at the University of Minnesota recently spent one year 
studying treadmill desk use among 40 employees of a financial services 
company.  The employees switched from sitting all day to having a 10

treadmill desk in their offices.  Employees did have a short adjustment 11

period as they began walking and working. As soon as they adapted, 
however, employees using treadmill desks saw their productivity 
increase.  

 Id,10

 Id. 11



The researchers measured productivity based on "supervisor 
surveys of quantity of performance, quality 
of performance, and quality of interaction 
with co-workers."  Then an overall 12

performance measure was given based on 
a 10-point scale.  The researchers found 13

that productivity increased by close to one 
point, which the lead author Avner Ben-Ner 
declared is "a substantial increase."  14

Ben-Ner explained how using a 
treadmill desk increases the blood flow to 
the brain, which in turn improves the ability 
to think.  This effect makes treadmill desks ideal for problem solving and 15

taking conference calls. Ben-Ner went on to note: 

"[A treadmill desk is] a health-improving option that costs very little. I 
think there will be an increasing number of employers who will invest 
$1,000 or $2,000 in outfitting a persons’ workstation . . . The employer 
benefits from the employee being active and healthy and more smart 
because more blood is flowing to the brain."  16
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The potential benefit to employers from this increased productivity 
was explored by Gregory Ferenstein in TechCrunch.  If productivity 17

increases by 10% for each employee, then an employer could gain 
$5,000 in productivity for someone earning $50,000. Employees with 
greater salaries represent a greater net gain to the employer as a result of 
walking while working for part of the day. Ferenstein concluded that “if 
the actual productivity spike is anywhere near what other studies have 
found, it’s likely worth more than the $1,400 price tag.”  18

In another study conducted among 18 participants who rotated 
between treadmill desks and siting desks, similar results were found. 
During the six months of the study, the participant’s company reported its 
highest revenues ever.  These results are not surprising when one 19

considers that treadmill desks can alleviate many productivity killers 
associated with sitting, such as back pain, depressed mood and 

Ferenstein , Gregory. "Study Shows Why It’s Worth Your Employer’s Money To Buy Everyone Walking Desks | 17

TechCrunch." TechCrunch. N.p., 7 Mar. 2014. Web. 20 June 2014. <http://techcrunch.com/2014/03/07/study-shows-
why-its-worth-your-employers-money-to-buy-everyone-walking-desks/>. 

 Id. 18

Neighmond, Patti. "Can You Move It And Work It On A Treadmill Desk?." Your Health. NPR, 19 Nov. 2012. Web. 20 19

June 2014. <http://www.npr.org/blogs/health/2012/11/20/165293511>. 

http://techcrunch.com/2014/03/07/study-shows-why-its-worth-your-employers-money-to-buy-everyone-walking-desks/
http://www.npr.org/blogs/health/2012/11/20/165293511


sleepiness. Treadmill desk users report that they are able to avoid the 
afternoon slump when they are walking.   20

 Reviews of treadmill desks by those who have become walking 
converts further supports the conclusion that treadmill desks can boost 
productivity. Susan Orlean, an author and writer for The New Yorker, 
reported that since she started using a treadmill desk, she no longer sits 
to write.  Orlean explained that while "[y]our body is busy walking . . . 21

your brain can be busy being a brain."   22

!
 On Amazon.com, users of treadmill desks report being better able 
to focus and concentrate while getting in over 10,000 steps a day.  23

Owen Thomas, the editor-in-chief of ReadWrite, also reported 
productivity benefits from using a treadmill desk. Thomas explained: “I 
am able to focus because you tend to single task when you are 
walking."   24

!
 These reviews and the research on treadmill desks and productivity 
show that treadmill desks are win-win for employee health and 
productivity.   !
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