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Abstract 

Sedentary behavior has become a critical public health concern, particularly among office workers in 

urban environments like Shanghai. This study explores the prevalence and patterns of sedentary 

behavior, highlighting the significant shifts observed during the COVID-19 pandemic. The research 

examines contributing factors such as office design, cultural norms emphasizing long working hours, 

and the impact of remote work. The health implications are discussed, focusing on increased risks of 

metabolic syndrome, musculoskeletal disorders, and mental health issues like stress and anxiety. 

Strategies for reducing sedentary time, including flexible workspaces, workplace challenges, and 

wearable technology, are evaluated for their effectiveness. The findings underscore the importance of a 

multifaceted approach in addressing sedentary behavior to improve both individual health outcomes 

and organizational productivity. 
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1. Background 

In recent years, sedentary lifestyles have 

emerged as a critical public health issue, 

particularly in urban areas. According to the 

World Health Organization (WHO), sedentary 

behavior—characterized by prolonged sitting or 

physical inactivity—has become a significant 

risk factor for numerous non-communicable 

diseases, including cardiovascular diseases, 

obesity, type 2 diabetes, and certain cancers. 

Globally, urban populations are increasingly 

adopting sedentary lifestyles due to the 

widespread use of technology, changes in work 

environments, and shifts in leisure activities. 

Office-based jobs, which account for a 

substantial portion of employment in urban 

areas, are particularly associated with long 

hours of sitting, leading to a surge in health 

complications linked to physical inactivity. 

These trends highlight the urgent need to 

address sedentary behavior as a public health 

priority. 

Shanghai, one of China’s most developed and 

bustling metropolises, serves as a prime 

example of the challenges posed by sedentary 

work environments. As a global financial and 

commercial hub, Shanghai has experienced 

rapid urbanization and economic growth over 

the past few decades. This transformation has 

led to the proliferation of industries such as 

finance, technology, and professional services, 

all of which typically involve long hours of 
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desk-based work. Employees in these sectors 

often spend upwards of 8 to 10 hours per day 

seated, engaging in tasks such as data analysis, 

virtual meetings, and documentation. Unlike 

physically demanding jobs, these roles offer 

minimal opportunities for movement, making 

sedentary behavior a norm rather than an 

exception. 

Moreover, Shanghai’s fast-paced and highly 

competitive work culture exacerbates the issue. 

The pressure to perform and meet tight 

deadlines encourages employees to prioritize 

productivity over personal well-being, often 

leading to prolonged periods of uninterrupted 

sitting. Even during breaks, many workers 

remain seated, either eating at their desks or 

engaging in sedentary leisure activities like 

browsing their phones. Additionally, the rise of 

remote work, accelerated by the COVID-19 

pandemic, has further blurred the lines between 

professional and personal spaces. For many 

office workers in Shanghai, home-based work 

setups lack ergonomic considerations, leading to 

even more sedentary time. 

The city’s urban infrastructure also contributes 

to sedentary behavior. Public transportation 

systems are designed for efficiency, with 

minimal emphasis on promoting physical 

activity, such as walking or cycling. Many office 

buildings in Shanghai lack features that 

encourage movement, such as standing desks, 

accessible staircases, or dedicated wellness areas. 

Combined, these factors make sedentary 

behavior a pervasive issue among Shanghai’s 

office workers, posing significant health risks 

and economic burdens. Addressing this trend 

requires a multifaceted approach, including 

workplace interventions, public health 

initiatives, and policy changes aimed at 

reducing sedentary time and promoting active 

lifestyles. 

2. Patterns and Trends in Sedentary Behavior 

2.1 Average Sedentary Time During Workdays and 

Weekends 

Office workers in Shanghai exhibit prolonged 

sedentary behavior, with significant differences 

observed between workdays and weekends. On 

workdays, the average sedentary time for most 

office workers ranges from 8 to 12 hours, 

reflecting the highly desk-oriented nature of 

their roles. A typical day involves long periods 

of sitting while performing tasks such as typing, 

attending virtual or in-person meetings, 

responding to emails, or analyzing data. Even 

work-related discussions or brainstorming 

sessions often occur in meeting rooms where 

participants remain seated for extended periods. 

Furthermore, the increasing reliance on 

technology for communication and task 

management further entrenches a sedentary 

work environment. 

In addition to work-related sedentary time, 

commuting contributes significantly to overall 

sedentary behavior. The majority of Shanghai’s 

office workers rely on public transportation, 

such as subways or buses, which involves 

extended periods of sitting. For those who drive 

to work, the commute further adds to their daily 

sedentary hours. Once at work, opportunities 

for physical activity are minimal, with many 

employees opting to remain at their desks 

during breaks. Lunch hours are often spent 

seated, whether eating at their desks or dining in 

nearby cafeterias, followed by returning 

immediately to work. 

On weekends, although sedentary time 

decreases slightly, it remains substantial, 

averaging 6 to 8 hours daily. The reduction in 

sedentary hours is primarily due to the greater 

flexibility in weekend schedules, allowing for 

more opportunities for physical activity. Some 

individuals may engage in recreational activities, 

such as walking in parks, exercising at gyms, or 

participating in outdoor sports. However, a 

significant portion of the population continues 

to favor sedentary leisure activities. Watching 

television, playing video games, or spending 

long hours on social media are common 

weekend pastimes. Dining out with family or 

friends, though a social activity, often involves 

extended periods of sitting as well. 

Furthermore, weekends can also include 

sedentary activities related to household 

management, such as online shopping or 

managing household finances on computers or 

mobile devices. The tendency to use weekends 

for rest and relaxation often translates to 

prolonged periods of physical inactivity, 

reinforcing a sedentary lifestyle. 

This dual pattern of high sedentary time during 

both workdays and weekends highlights a 

pervasive sedentary culture in Shanghai’s urban 

workforce. It underscores the need for targeted 

interventions that not only address workplace 

behaviors but also promote active leisure habits 

to mitigate the health risks associated with 
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prolonged sitting. Recognizing and addressing 

these patterns is critical for fostering a healthier, 

more active population in Shanghai’s bustling 

urban environment. 

2.2 Key Differences in Sedentary Behavior Between 

Industries 

Different industries in Shanghai exhibit varying 

levels of sedentary behavior due to the nature of 

their work. For instance, employees in the 

finance sector, such as bankers and accountants, 

often report the highest sedentary hours, 

averaging 10 to 12 hours per day. Their tasks 

typically involve extensive data analysis, 

financial modeling, and client communication, 

all of which require long periods of desk work. 

Conversely, the technology sector, which 

includes software developers and IT 

professionals, also sees high sedentary levels, 

but with some variations. Developers might 

spend long hours coding, but their work 

environments often integrate 

movement-friendly practices, such as standing 

desks and flexible seating options. 

Industries with more dynamic roles, such as 

marketing or consulting, display lower 

sedentary levels. Workers in these fields may 

have frequent meetings, client interactions, or 

site visits, which introduce opportunities for 

movement. However, even within these 

industries, sedentary time during desk-based 

tasks remains a significant portion of the 

workday. 

 

Figure 1. Average Daily Sedentary Hours by Industry in Shanghai 

 

The figure shows that while all industries report 

high sedentary levels, finance consistently leads, 

followed by technology, with marketing and 

consulting reporting comparatively lower 

sedentary times. These differences highlight the 

need for tailored intervention strategies that 

account for the specific demands of each 

industry. 

3. Contributing Factors 

3.1 Office Design and Limited Space for Movement 

The physical layout of many office spaces in 

Shanghai plays a significant role in promoting 

sedentary behavior. Traditional office designs 

prioritize maximizing the number of 

workstations within a limited area, often at the 

expense of movement-friendly features. Fixed 

desks, lack of standing options, and confined 

layouts discourage employees from leaving their 

seats frequently. Even common areas, such as 

cafeterias and meeting rooms, are designed for 

seated activities, which further limits 

opportunities for physical activity during the 

workday. In open-plan offices, where workers 

are seated in close proximity, movement is often 

restricted by the sheer density of the workspace, 

making it inconvenient for employees to stretch 

or take short walks without disrupting their 

colleagues. 

Additionally, many companies do not provide 

facilities such as standing desks, treadmill desks, 

or open spaces for brief exercises. This lack of 

infrastructure reinforces sedentary habits, as 

employees have few options to alternate 

between sitting and standing during their 

workday. High-rise office buildings, which 

dominate Shanghai’s skyline, exacerbate the 
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issue. Employees rely heavily on elevators to 

navigate between floors, reducing opportunities 

for incidental physical activity such as stair 

climbing. Even amenities like break rooms or 

lounges are often located far from workstations, 

which paradoxically discourages employees 

from making frequent trips due to time 

constraints. 

The problem extends beyond the physical 

workspace. In some companies, the design of the 

workflow itself discourages movement. 

Automated systems for communication, task 

management, and data sharing reduce the need 

for face-to-face interactions, which would 

otherwise encourage walking within the office. 

This environment fosters a culture of physical 

inactivity, where prolonged sitting becomes the 

default behavior throughout the workday, 

significantly increasing the risk of overuse 

injuries and other health complications. 

3.2 Cultural Emphasis on Long Working Hours and 

Productivity 

Shanghai’s highly competitive corporate culture 

places a strong emphasis on long working hours 

as a measure of productivity and dedication. 

Employees often work beyond standard hours, 

either to meet tight deadlines or to demonstrate 

their commitment. In many industries, 

particularly finance and technology, it is 

common for employees to stay late at the office, 

even if their workload could be completed 

within regular hours. This practice is often 

reinforced by unspoken expectations, where 

leaving early or taking breaks may be perceived 

as a lack of diligence or ambition. 

Moreover, a culture of presenteeism—where 

employees feel the need to be visibly present in 

the office even when they are not actively 

working—further entrenches long hours of 

sitting. Workers may remain at their desks long 

after completing their tasks, either waiting for 

their superiors to leave or participating in 

after-hours meetings. The widespread use of 

digital communication tools, such as email, 

instant messaging platforms, and video 

conferencing, has further blurred the boundaries 

between work and personal time. Employees are 

often expected to respond to messages promptly, 

even outside office hours, which increases 

sedentary time. 

Additionally, the growing prevalence of 

performance-based incentives and promotion 

systems in Shanghai’s corporate sector 

contributes to this sedentary trend. Workers 

often prioritize their professional goals over 

their physical health, sacrificing regular 

movement or exercise to focus on meeting 

targets and climbing the career ladder. This 

environment creates a vicious cycle where long 

hours and high productivity expectations lead to 

prolonged sedentary behavior, contributing to a 

range of health issues, including 

musculoskeletal disorders, obesity, and 

stress-related illnesses. 

3.3 The Impact of COVID-19 and Remote Work on 

Sedentary Time 

The COVID-19 pandemic introduced 

widespread changes to work habits, with remote 

work becoming a necessity for many office 

workers in Shanghai. While working from home 

offered flexibility and eliminated commuting 

time, it also led to a sharp increase in sedentary 

behavior. Home workspaces often lacked 

ergonomic furniture, such as adjustable chairs 

and desks, resulting in less comfortable seating 

arrangements. Employees frequently spent 

longer hours seated as they transitioned 

between virtual meetings, work tasks, and 

personal activities, all within the confines of 

their homes. 

Remote work also reduced opportunities for 

incidental movement. In a traditional office 

setting, employees might walk to colleagues’ 

desks, attend meetings in different rooms, or 

take short walks during coffee breaks. At home, 

these activities were replaced by virtual 

interactions, where even brief communications 

happened through messaging apps or video 

calls, further limiting physical activity. In 

addition, the convenience of remote work led 

many employees to adopt irregular work 

schedules, extending their workdays into 

evenings and weekends. This pattern was 

particularly evident in industries such as finance 

and technology, where long hours were already 

the norm. 

The mental health impact of the pandemic also 

played a role. The stress and isolation associated 

with prolonged lockdowns led many workers to 

seek comfort in sedentary leisure activities such 

as binge-watching shows, playing video games, 

or browsing social media. Combined with the 

physical constraints of working from home, this 

created an environment where sedentary 

behavior became deeply ingrained in daily 

routines. 
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Figure 2. Changes in Sedentary Time Pre- and Post-COVID-19 in Shanghai Office Workers 

 

The figure reveals distinct patterns in sedentary 

behavior across various industries, showing that 

sectors like finance and technology have the 

highest overall sedentary hours, with significant 

increases post-COVID. The box plot highlights 

not only the rise in median sedentary time but 

also a wider distribution range in these 

industries, suggesting that the pandemic 

exacerbated both the average and variability of 

sedentary behavior. In contrast, industries such 

as healthcare and consulting exhibit smaller 

increases and narrower distributions, indicating 

relatively stable sedentary patterns despite the 

shift to remote work. 

This visualization underscores how the 

pandemic intensified sedentary behavior, 

particularly in desk-bound industries, and 

highlights the growing challenge of promoting 

physical activity in both remote and traditional 

office settings. These changes are likely to have 

lasting impacts, even as some employees 

transition back to the office, making it critical for 

organizations to implement targeted 

interventions. Addressing these behavioral shifts 

through ergonomic workspace designs, 

structured movement breaks, and organizational 

policies will be essential to mitigating the 

long-term health risks associated with 

prolonged sitting. 

4. Health Impacts of Sedentary Behavior 

Prolonged sedentary behavior has far-reaching 

consequences on both physical and mental 

health, particularly among office workers who 

spend the majority of their day sitting. The 

physical health risks are significant, with 

extended periods of inactivity linked to 

increased risks of metabolic syndrome, a cluster 

of conditions including high blood pressure, 

elevated blood sugar, abnormal cholesterol 

levels, and excess body fat around the waist. 

These factors collectively heighten the risk of 

developing serious health problems such as 

cardiovascular disease and type 2 diabetes. 

Additionally, sedentary behavior is a major 

contributor to musculoskeletal problems, 

including neck pain, lower back pain, and joint 

stiffness. Poor posture and lack of movement 

exacerbate these issues, leading to chronic 

discomfort and, in severe cases, permanent 

damage. 

Mental health is equally affected by sedentary 

lifestyles. Numerous studies have established a 

link between prolonged sitting and heightened 

stress levels, as well as increased risks of anxiety 

and depression. The lack of physical activity 

reduces the release of endorphins, which are 

critical for mood regulation. Moreover, the 

monotonous nature of sedentary work can lead 
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to mental fatigue and decreased job satisfaction. 

Over time, this mental strain contributes to 

burnout, further diminishing productivity and 

overall well-being. 

 

Table 1. Common Health Implications of Sedentary Behavior in Office Workers 

Health Impact Prevalence in Office 

Workers (%) 

Increase Risk Due to 

Sedentary Behavior (%) 

Common 

Symptoms/Indicators 

Metabolic Syndrome 35 50 High BP, High Blood 

Sugar 

Cardiovascular 

Diseases 

28 40 Heart Attack, Stroke 

Type 2 Diabetes 22 35 Insulin Resistance 

Musculoskeletal 

Disorders 

45 60 Back Pain, Neck Pain 

Mental Health Issues 40 45 Stress, Anxiety, 

Depression 

Obesity 30 25 Excess Body Weight 

 

This table provides a quantitative overview of 

the health risks associated with sedentary 

behavior in office environments. It emphasizes 

the high prevalence of these conditions and the 

significant increase in risk due to prolonged 

sitting. These findings highlight the urgent need 

for interventions aimed at reducing sedentary 

time, such as promoting active workstations, 

encouraging regular breaks, and fostering a 

culture of wellness in the workplace. 

5. Strategies for Reducing Sedentary Time 

Reducing sedentary time in office environments 

requires a combination of organizational and 

individual strategies. One of the most impactful 

approaches is the implementation of flexible 

workspaces. Modern office designs that 

incorporate standing desks, adjustable 

workstations, and open areas encourage 

employees to alternate between sitting and 

standing throughout the day. These spaces also 

include designated areas for walking meetings 

or brief exercises, promoting a more dynamic 

work culture. Research has shown that such 

interventions can significantly reduce sedentary 

time, improving both physical health and 

workplace productivity. 

Another effective strategy is the promotion of 

workplace challenges aimed at increasing 

physical activity. Step-count competitions or 

“active break” initiatives are popular programs 

that foster a sense of camaraderie and healthy 

competition among employees. These challenges 

encourage participants to track their activity 

levels and incorporate more movement into 

their daily routines. Not only do these initiatives 

reduce sedentary time, but they also boost 

morale and enhance team cohesion, creating a 

more engaged and active workforce. 

The use of wearable technology has also proven 

to be a valuable tool in combating sedentary 

behavior. Devices like smartwatches and fitness 

trackers help employees monitor their activity 

levels and set personalized movement goals. 

Many devices offer reminders to stand or move 

after periods of inactivity, helping users stay 

aware of their sedentary habits. Employers can 

integrate these technologies into wellness 

programs, offering incentives for employees 

who consistently meet their activity targets. 

Wearable technology not only empowers 

individuals to take control of their health but 

also provides data-driven insights for 

organizations to assess the effectiveness of their 

interventions. 

These strategies, when combined, create a 

comprehensive approach to reducing sedentary 

behavior in the workplace. They address both 

environmental and behavioral factors, ensuring 

that employees have the tools and motivation to 

maintain an active lifestyle. Such interventions 

are essential for mitigating the health risks 

associated with prolonged sitting and fostering a 

culture of wellness in the modern workplace. 
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