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The Interactive Work Place

A fresh approach to office design
Vinad Guota

the notion of change in work culture makes one think
of balancing life with work (hours of work, facilities);
the gadgets one uses (typewriters, computers, phones,
mobile devices like PDA, laptop and phones); relations

t he way people work in offices has been changing and

between people in the office (hierarchical or functional);
place of work (home, office or hotel); office layout
(cellular or open plan).

Though many changes have taken place in work
culture, there is one thing that has remained constant.
When working, one needs to sit at a table, and therefore,
one needs a table and a chair. These two artefacts have
survived since the time the modern office came into
being. Systems furniture, modular tables and ergonomic
chairs are available but the idea of sitting down to work
remains fundamental to office culture. Even the so called
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Action Office of 1970s was no different from any other, as
far as sitting down to work is concerned.

Contrary to what we might believe, chairs have not
been with us for very long. Although Eqyptians used chair
like thrones, they were not meant for common use and
certainly there was no accompanying table. Modern
chairs are a recent Western invention followed, but only
partially accepted, by the people of Eastern countries.
When sitting, the majority of Indians still squat or sit in
the lotus position on the ground, or recline, or simply
stand. The Chinese and Japanese too have their own
squatting postures. It is only the modern Western office
worker that uses a chair all the time.

Doctors are clear in their view that the sitting posture
puts extra pressure on the discs in the vertebra, 30-70
per cent more than that when we stand! Ergonomists



often say that all chairs are bad for human health and the
least bad chair is the best. It is well known that the risk of
a person developing low back pain is increased by jobs
that require the worker to sit or stand for long periods of
time. Seated workers increase the chance of developing
pain by sitting for prolonged periods in an upright posture
or leaning forward in their chairs.

These postures concentrate increased pressures on
the inter-vertebral discs. Since the health of the discs
depend on the pattern of loading and unloading of body
weight, a constant posture can also lead to the
development of low back pain.

Most chairs make people sit with the spine in an
unnatural curve and some chairs stop blood circulation in
the legs by biting into the flesh of upper thigh. The more
comfortable a chair is, the more passive it makes the user.
The alternative to sitting is standing and the problems
associated with long term standing include pain in legs
and knees, varicose veins, etc. There are other time tested
sitting postures. Japanese sit balanced on knees and toes
in “seiza" posture. Indians and Chinese squat while
balancing on their feet with their bottoms hanging behind
them. Indians also sit in the lotus position for long periods
of time.

Computer Related Health Problems

The combination of computers used with office chairs
and tables causes a whole lot of other physical problems.
Repetitive stress injuries for office workers include carpal
tunnel syndrome and stiff neck. Working on the computer
without break causes computer vision syndrome that
include eye strain, dry eyes and even double vision at
times.

Office Chairs: Common office chairs have height
adjustable soft seats with waterfall front edge, swivel
base with castors, adjustable back with support for the
spine, armrests and tilting seat and back. Most chair
designers believe that the chair has to be designed to
provide comfort.

Users also believe that a good chair has to be
comfortable. It is also understood that chairs must have
castors for mobility, gas lifts for height adjustment, soft

seats and armrests for comfort and adjustable backs for
lumbar support. The more adjustments there are in a
chair, the better it is considered to be.

Ergonomic Chairs: A range of ergonomic chairs are
also available. These have harder seats, adjustable lumbar
support and adjustable arm rests. Some ergonomic chairs
allow forward tilt also. These include standard chair,
kneeling chair, rocking chair and tilting stools.

Standard chairs have lots of adjustments that come in
two or three different sizes according to body weight.
Aeron chair by Herman Miller is well-known. These chairs
can make the user feel very comfortable. Nearly
everything can be adjusted to suit the individual.
However, the different adjustments make the chair
complicated and the user does not know if the adjustment
is merely comfortable or healthy. Such chairs are too
expensive to be used widely in offices and there is nothing
in the chair that ensures a good sitting posture.

Kneeling chairs have small front tilting seats and shin
support, such as the “Balans" chair from HAG. Originally
designed without castors, kneeling chairs promote good
back posture. The seat inclines forward and the shin
support stops the user from sliding down. This posture
puts pressure on shins where it is not welcome and these
chairs are hard to get in and out of. Newer versions of the
chair have either rockers or castors. The latter make the






