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Abstract
While ActivTrak is designed as a workforce intelligence and productivity optimization platform rather than a traditional, invasive surveillance tool. Its core purpose is to provide data-driven insights that help hybrid and remote teams understand how work happens, identify workflow bottlenecks, and maximize operational efficiency. However, this paper argues that ActivTrak, though marketed as workforce analytics, functions as a pervasive employee surveillance system with serious organizational costs. Drawing on research about workplace monitoring, employee well-being, pricing, and AI-related compliance concerns, it shows that surveillance can erode trust, increase stress, reduce morale, and weaken the autonomy and creativity needed for sustainable productivity. ActivTrak’s annual subscription model, paid add-ons, and support requirements can also make the tool more expensive than its base pricing suggests. The paper concludes that organizations should reject surveillance-centered productivity tools and instead adopt transparent, limited, and employee-supportive approaches to workforce analytics.
When Analytics Become Surveillance: The Cultural, Financial, and Legal Risks of ActivTrak
Although, ActivTrak is designed as a privacy-first workforce intelligence platform to optimize hybrid and remote team performance, empirical research suggests a gap between a tracking tool's intended utility and its actual psychological impact on workers. ActivTrak’s core function is to map daily work patterns, highlight peak focus hours, and uncover operational bottlenecks (ActivTrak, 2026). This visibility theoretically allows organizations to streamline workflows, prevent employee burnout by redistributing tasks equitably, and foster data-driven coaching over traditional micromanagement (ActivTrak, 2026). On the other hand, although digital tracking is designed to optimize remote workflows (ActivTrak, 2026), empirical data shows it often increases worker anxiety. Moreover, comprehensive research findings challenge this idealized framework. A landmark meta-analysis by Siegel, König, and Lazar (2022) reveals that electronic monitoring inherently acts as a workplace stressor, correlating with decreased job satisfaction (r = -0.10) and increased employee stress (r = 0.11). Furthermore, despite management justifications regarding performance enhancement, the study found no positive relationship between digital tracking and employee productivity (r = -0.01) but did identify an increase in counterproductive work behavior (r = 0.09). Consequently, even when marketing positions software like ActivTrak as supportive rather than invasive, the presence of continuous tracking frequently triggers psychological reactance, ultimately undercutting the very performance and morale it aims to optimize. 
Beyond this individual psychological strain, the operational and financial fallout of intrusive workplace tracking is substantial. When organizations implement surveillance frameworks, the resulting drop in employee morale stifles internal motivation, ultimately reducing overall productivity and choking workplace innovation (Lerner, 2023). Instead of fostering true efficiency, continuous monitoring often causes workers to waste valuable labor hours actively manipulating the software such as moving mice randomly or deploying simulated keyboard activity, solely to maintain a performative impression of presence (Lawler, 2024; SHRM, 2024). Driven by deep-seated distrust, employee turnover inevitably spikes within these toxic surveillance cultures, costing organizations billions of dollars annually in executive search fees, onboarding, and lost operational momentum (SHRM, 2019). Taken together, the empirical data from Siegel et al. (2022) and the broader economic impacts of monitoring suggest that the "workforce intelligence" model often shifts organizational behavior away from genuine productivity and toward systemic friction.
Workplace psychology studies prove that electronic surveillance routinely shifts corporate culture "from trust to surveillance". A comprehensive study by Turner, and Weinhardt (2026) on monitoring indicated that electronic monitoring is consistently linked to heightened employee stress, diminished job satisfaction, and a severe breach of personal privacy. Furthermore, according to Turner, and Weinhardt (2026) when software tracks keyboard and mouse inactivity to log "idle time," workers reported feeling intense pressure to account for every single minute of the day. This destroys psychological safety, driving workers to prioritize performative behavior over genuine productivity. With that in mind, ActivTrak is marketed as workforce analytics, but this paper argues that it functions as pervasive employee surveillance with serious organizational costs and research on employee experiences Behrend, T. (2026) O’Brien, M. J. (2025) Novak, (2023), pricing structures, and legal concerns shows that the software can erode trust, damage morale, increase compliance risk, and drain resources. Instead of improving productivity, ActivTrak may weaken the workplace conditions needed for sustainable performance.

The rise of digital, hybrid, and remote workspaces has driven a surge in digital monitoring tools
The rise of digital, hybrid, and remote workspaces has driven a surge in digital monitoring tools, yet empirical data shows that workplace surveillance fails to generate definitive productivity gains. Castrillon, discussed in his 2022 article in Forbes how digital monitoring tools were bound to backfire. While organizations deploy software to track digital footprints, visibility does not equate to a true understanding of job performance; quantitative metrics easily track application use but fail to measure qualitative value like creative problem-solving or thoughtful decision-making (Ball, 2026; Turner & Weinhardt, 2026). In fact, system "inactivity" often reflects vital cognitive tasks, while high activity can simply indicate performative behavior. A comprehensive meta-analysis of over 23,000 participants confirmed no direct link between electronic monitoring and actual performance improvements, revealing instead that tracking encourages workers to focus on looking busy rather than working effectively (Turner & Weinhardt, 2026). Ultimately, weaponizing surveillance to micromanage individual seconds fosters a punitive, Panopticon-style culture of suspicion that spikes employee stress, severely erodes organizational trust, and destroys the psychological safety required for sustainable performance.

The following sections explain how ActivTrak reshapes workplace culture, increases direct and hidden costs, and exposes organizations to regulatory and legal risks.
I. ActivTrak Undermines Trust and Creates Toxic Work Environments
1. Pervasive Surveillance Destroys Trust
· ActivTrak monitors all digital activity: keystrokes, mouse movements, screen captures saved to servers, app usage, and website browsing.
· Employees describe the software as "pretty toxic" once discovered, with many leaving companies that implement it.
· Screen capture functionality stores images of employees' computer screens on local servers, creating a surveillance atmosphere comparable to constant physical monitoring.
2. Psychological Harm and Burnout
· Despite marketing claims about "burnout prevention," the software's purpose is productivity monitoring and policy violation detection.
· Real-time notifications for "policy violations" create fear-based workplace dynamics where employees feel constantly judged.
· The system’s ability to detect random or artificial mouse movement shows how surveillance can turn ordinary work into an adversarial relationship between employees and management.
3. Fear Hijacks Brain Function
· Toxic workplace cultures driven by surveillance create fear that "hijacks your brain, crushing focus and creativity."
· High performers flee toxic surveillance cultures, costing businesses billions in turnover and lost productivity.
· Surveillance-driven workplace cultures can become especially costly when they normalize fear, distrust, and disengagement.

II. ActivTrak Is Significantly Costly see the following Table 1
1. High Base Pricing 
	Plan
	Cost
	Annual Billing Required?

	Essentials
	$10/user/month
	Yes 

	Essentials Plus
	$15/user/month
	Yes 

	Professional
	$19/user/month
	Yes 


Note: ActivTrak reported estimated base charges.
· All plans require annual contracts, preventing flexibility.
· For a 100-employee organization: $12,000–$22,800 annually at base pricing alone.
2. Hidden Costs Through Add-Ons
· Data History add-on: $1/user/month for extended data retention (up to 3 years)
· Screen Details: Required purchase for screen capture functionality (pricing not transparent).
· Paid support plans required for any purchase involving more than 50 licenses (CheckThat AI. 2026).
· Custom professional services available only through sales contact (prices undisclosed)
3. Poor Value Compared to Alternatives
· Flowace offers comparable features starting at $1.99–$2.99/user/month versus ActivTrak's $10 minimum.
· ActivTrak "reserves many advanced features for higher-tier plans," forcing organizations to upgrade.
· The cost "can quickly add up, especially for growing teams" due to tiered feature restrictions (CheckThat AI. 2026).
4. Opportunity Costs
· Employee turnover from toxic surveillance cultures costs organizations billions in executive search costs, training, and lost productivity (SHRM, 2024).
· Lower morale from surveillance reduces productivity and innovation.
· Time spent by employees manipulating activity (moving mice randomly) represents wasted labor hours.

III. Regulatory and Legal Risks
· ActivTrak incorporates AI for "productivity monitoring" and is classified as a potentially high-risk AI system under the EU AI Act.
· Both ActivTrak (as provider) and customers (as deployers) in the EU must comply with AI Act requirements.
· This creates legal compliance costs and potential liability for organizations using the tool.

Conclusion
Taken together, the evidence demonstrates that ActivTrak is far more than a costly workforce analytics tool; it is a pervasive digital surveillance framework that systematically weakens the foundational conditions organizations require to perform well (Glavin et al., 2024). While corporate marketing positions the platform as a privacy-first mechanism to optimize hybrid workflows and alleviate employee burnout (ActivTrak, 2026), its operational reality relying on keystroke tracking, screen captures, and real-time policy alerts fosters deep-seated institutional distrust. By substituting collaborative psychological safety with continuous mechanical monitoring, software implementations like ActivTrak risk decimating workforce morale, stifling creative innovation, driving away high-performing talent, and accelerating professional burnout. These toxic cultural impairments are compounded by substantial financial liabilities. Beyond the rigid baseline subscription expenses, which demand a minimum annual commitment of $10 to $19 per user monthly, organizations must absorb hidden add-on fees for basic retention data, mandatory paid support tiers, and profound opportunity costs stemming from employee turnover, disengagement, and performative labor anomalies like artificial mouse-jiggling (Lawler, 2024; SHRM, 2019, 2024). Furthermore, the integration of algorithmic evaluation tools introduces severe regulatory and legal risks, potentially categorizing the platform as a high-risk system under emerging frameworks like the EU AI Act, thereby exposing deployers to unforeseen compliance expenses and strict statutory liabilities.
This multi-layered failure aligns precisely with the empirical findings of Siegel et al. (2022), whose landmark meta-analysis proved that electronic monitoring yields a net-negative effect on job satisfaction (r = -0.10), correlates with increased clinical stress (r = 0.11), and completely fails to generate positive productivity returns (r = -0.01) while driving counterproductive behaviors (r = 0.09). These systemic failures are deeply rooted in Norbert Wiener’s (1950) foundational cybernetic systems theory, which dictates that biological, mechanical, and societal systems depend entirely on open, uncorrupted communication channels and responsive feedback loops to maintain homeostatic equilibrium. When workplace surveillance distorts behavioral data by introducing toxic "noise", forcing employees to manufacture a performative impression of presence rather than engage in genuine work, the organizational system loses its baseline homeostasis. Wiener, who earned his doctorate from Harvard at age eighteen and joined MIT’s mathematics department at twenty-five, championed the philosophy that technology should liberate human beings from repetitive drudgery to clear a path for higher-order, creative endeavors. Yet, he explicitly warned against the distinct potential for technological systems to dehumanize and displace the human spirit. Intrusive software models mirror Wiener’s darkest warnings: they encourage the objectification of labor, intensify performative repetition, and trigger profound cognitive disengagement. For these reasons, contemporary organizations should decisively reject surveillance-centered software like ActivTrak. Leaders must prioritize transparent, strictly limited, and cost-effective analytical alternatives designed to protect employee autonomy, support human dignity, and cultivate the trust upon which sustainable organizational productivity depends.
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