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We spend a lot of our time sitting down. Here 
is a list of just some of the things we do that 
involve sitting down:

u relax and chat with friends and family;

u  watch TV, listen to music or the radio;

u  eat ‘off our laps’;

u eat at a table;

u hold a meeting around a table;

u read and write at a desk;

u use a computer at a desk;

u do practical activities at a worktable;

u put on make-up at a dressing table.

We sit down in all sorts of places:

u at home;

u at school;

u at work;

u in cinemas and theatres;

u in cafes, restaurants, bars and pubs;

u in cars, buses; trains and aeroplanes;

u in the garden;

u in parks or recreation grounds;

u at picnics;

u on the beach.

The type of seating you use depends on where 
you are and what you are doing. When you 
design seating you will therefore need to take 
into account where it will be used and what the 
people using it will be doing.
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Designing for comfort

If a chair is the wrong size or shape it will be 
uncomfortable. You can use British Standards 
(BS) information to find out sizes and shapes to 
use in your designs. Information about an office 
chair is shown below.

You will need to have similar information to this 
for any chair you are designing. You should 
make sure that the information you have is 
about the sort of chair you want to design and 
for the type of person you are designing for. 
An easy chair for an elderly person will have a 
different shape and size from a school chair for 
a seven year old.

It is sometimes important to use padding on 
armrests, backrests and seats. The padding 
will reduce jarring on sitting down and provide a 
softer surface. You can use poly-urethane foam 
for this, as shown below. You will need to make 
sure that it is thick enough to provide sufficient 
padding without being so thick that it makes 
getting up difficult.

You will need to cover the padding in upholstery 
fabric. This protects the padding from wear and 
adds to the appearance of the seat.

	 Adding	upholstery	to	a	seat	

Foam
Contact	

	glue
Plywood

Contact adhesive is spread on the surfaces  
and edges of the foam. The edges are  

turned down and in to form a curve.

The foam block is stouck to the plywood 
base and then covered in fabric.

Fabric



Downloaded from www.secondarydandt.org, the website of Nuffield Design & Technology

Product Design, Design Guide 1: Seating

�

Designing for strength and 
stiffness

Whatever sort of seat you design it will need 
to be strong (so that it does not break when 
people sit on it) and stiff (so that it does not 
deform too much when people sit on it). You 
can imagine your seat as being made from a 
combination of different structural elements:

u flat surfaces or platforms (slabs)

u frameworks

u shell forms.

You will need to think about ways in which 
these structural elements can be combined 
to give a design that is both stiff and strong. 
To help you, the panel shows several different 
seating designs in terms of these structural 
elements.

Once you have worked out a design in these 
‘broad sweep’ terms you will need to think about 
the shapes and sizes of the parts making up the 
framework, the way these are joined together 
and the way shell forms and flat surfaces are 
joined to the framework. 

You will need to think about which materials to 
use. The Chooser Charts on pages 188-194 will 
help you here.

What about mistreatment?

Often people use seating in ways for which it 
was not designed:

u they stand on chairs;

u they lean back in them and tip them over;

u they use them to prop doors open;

u they use them to hold up planks for 
decorating;

u they play party games with them.

Well designed seating will be able to withstand 
most of this ill-treatment. Think carefully about 
what might happen to the seating you design 
and make sure it is not too flimsy.
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Designing for stability

A person risks serious injury if they fall off a 
chair or a chair tips over, so it is important 
that any seating you design is stable. You can 
find out more about designing for stability in 
the section on ‘Structural systems’ (separate 
download).

Folding seats

It is often useful for a seat to fold away. 
Deckchairs used in parks and on beaches, 
garden chairs, examination chairs, camping 
chairs all fold away. These chairs are 
mechanisms as well as structures. If you 
design a fold-away chair you will have to  
think about each of the following:

u how the chair opens up;

u how it is held rigid;

u how it can be released;

u how the chair folds down.

You will find that you can work out 
most of these details by making simple 
working models of your design ideas. The 
models shown here are made from card, 
foamboard, adhesive tape and pva. They 
took only 40 minutes to make. They showed 
the designer that her idea would work and 
helped her see the sort of joint she would 
need for each of the moving parts.

Designing for durability

If you choose a covering for your seating 
you will need to make sure that it is hard-
wearing as well as attractive. It is important 
that it does not wear away or tear easily. You 
can do simple rub tests to compare different 
fabrics. The care with which you work and 
finish the materials will also play a large part 
in the overall durability of your seating.

These	models	showed	the	design	idea	was	
a	good	one
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Thirty years of chairs

The panel below shows thirty years of chair design. You can use these designs as a source 
of inspiration for your own work. To help you understand them sketch each one in terms of flat 
surfaces or platforms, frameworks and shell forms and ask yourself these questions.

u Who is likely to have used the chair?

u Where is it likely to have been used?

Designed by Fred Baier in 
the early 1980s, this chair is 
made from plywood sheet

Designed by Robin Day, the 
stacking chair made in 1962 was 
made from polypropylene plastic 
and a steel tube frame

Designed by Rodney Kinsman in the 
early 1970s, the OMK chair is made 
from steel sheet and steel tube

Designed by Eero Saarinen, the 
Italian ‘Tulip’ chair was made in 1956 
from plastic with a plastic-coated 
steel pedestal


