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Staying physically active is easy: Climbing stairs 
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Every physical activity counts! 
Incorporating physical activity into your daily life by walking, cycling, climbing stairs, or doing housework or gardening 
– is good for your physical and mental health. The rule of thumb is: any activity is better than none and increases 
health and well-being at every age. 
 
 
Climbing stairs... 
• enhances well-being 
• promotes good health 
• saves electricity 
• protects the environment  
 
 
 
Whether at home, at work, in public spaces and buildings such as train stations, shopping centres, hospitals, admin-
istrative offices, universities, etc., stairs are everywhere and provide an ideal opportunity for all age groups to 
improve their health by incorporating physical activity into their daily lives easily and efficiently. 
 
Climbing stairs is a medium-intensity everyday activity that trains the cardiovascular system, works the muscles 
of the buttocks, calves and thighs, and increases physical fitness through brief but intense exertion. Studies have 
shown that the health-promoting effect kicks in quickly due to the high intensity of stair climbing. The intensity can 
also be adjusted by changing pace.  
 

 
Chart 1: Medium-intensity area with examples. Physical activity recommendations Switzerland  
(Source : hepa.ch. Magglingen, FOSPO, 2022). 
 
The energy expended when climbing stairs is: (Source: Compendium of the US American College of Sports Medi-
cine, more 9 nine metabolic units (MET) for stair climbing) 

⇒ 8x higher than standing in a lift or on an escalator 
⇒ 3x higher than walking on even ground 

 
Bone-strengthening physical activity: Walking down stairs is also a bone-strengthening exercise due to the weight 
and impact load placed on the musculoskeletal system. It does, however, use about three times less energy than 
that needed to climb stairs.  
 
  Choosing the stairs on a regular basis trains the cardiovascular system and the muscles of the buttocks, 
calves and thighs, boosts endurance, improves metabolism, increases well-being and concentration, and 
lowers blood pressure!.  
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Sounds simple and effective, but why do most people still take the lift or escalator on a regular basis? Possible 
obstacles: 
 
• Lack of awareness of the positive effects of climbing stairs on health.  
• Using the lift or escalator is a habit that is not questioned. 
• Using the lift or escalator is more convenient, for instance when carrying a heavy bag.  
• Using the lift or escalator is more attractive from the users’ point of view because it is safer and faster. 
• The lift or escalator is often located in a more visible position in buildings and is more easily accessible than the 

stairs. In contrast, stairs are often located peripherally in buildings, difficult to find and poorly lit, which does not 
encourage people to use them. 

• Escalators are often in direct competition with stairs, e.g. in railway stations. 
 
 
What can professionals, for example from the fields of health, spatial planning and architecture, do to ensure 
that stairs are used more often? 
 
Stairs are used more often when they: 
• are placed more prominently than lifts and escalators, 
• are visible, allowing users to intuitively grasp where the staircase leads to, 
• lead as directly as possible to the destination and the important areas, 
• are well lit by daylight or artificial lighting, 
• are inviting and spacious, 
• have a normal rise to tread ratio and are sufficiently wide. 
 
Interdisciplinary collaboration between professionals from the fields of health promotion, architecture, landscape ar-
chitecture and urban planning can have a positive impact on stair usage: If stairs are placed in visible locations and 
are inviting, and if they come before the lift in the spatial sequence, they will be used more frequently and more 
intuitively. The ideal rise to tread ratio of the stairs also plays an important role. Design elements such as sufficiently 
wide stair treads that allow people to stop and catch their breath without being in the way of others are also conducive.  
 
For health promotion and prevention professionals who want to raise awareness of the health benefits of stair climb-
ing, “point of decision prompts” are an effective and low-cost way to motivate large segments of the population to 
climb stairs. Ideally, these eye-catching, attractively designed point of decision prompts are placed directly by lifts or 
escalators and combined with signage, such as arrows or “footprints” on the floor that guide people to the stairs and, 
if desired, up them.   

• Take the stairs and save time 
• Take the stairs and save electricity 
• Take the stairs and burn 8x more calories 
• Take the stairs and keep fit 
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	Choosing the stairs on a regular basis trains the cardiovascular system and the muscles of the buttocks, calves and thighs, boosts endurance, improves metabolism, increases well-being and concentration, and lowers blood pressure!.

