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Desk Space Planning

Why Space Planning Comes Before Buying

The single most common mistake in office furniture buying is skipping the planning step and ordering desks that

don't fit the space properly. The result: desks that block walkways, chairs that can't roll out, rooms that feel

cramped, and expensive returns.

Space planning for desks is not complicated, but it requires specific measurements and an understanding of

minimum clearance standards. This guide walks through the process so you can order with confidence.
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Desk Space Planning

The Critical Measurements You Need Before You Start

Before looking at any desk, collect these measurements from your space:

• Room dimensions: Length and width in inches, measured at the baseboard level (walls aren't always perfectly
parallel). Note door width and swing direction.

• Window and outlet locations: Mark which walls have windows and where outlets are located — desks need to
be positioned near power.

• Ceiling height: Only relevant if you're adding hutches or overhead storage.

• Existing furniture: Note dimensions of any chairs, filing cabinets, or other furniture that will stay in the room.

• Traffic paths: Identify which paths people walk through regularly — these must remain clear with all desk chairs
pulled out.
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Desk Space Planning

Clearance Standards: The Non-Negotiable Numbers

These clearance standards apply to any office desk layout. Violating them creates functional problems regardless of

how well the desks fit on paper.

Chair clearance: Allow 36" minimum from the back of the desk to any wall or furniture behind it. This lets the chair

roll out enough to stand up comfortably. For premium comfort and to meet ADA egress requirements, 48" is better.

Aisle clearance: Primary walkways need 36" minimum. Secondary walkways (accessed occasionally) can work at

24"–30" if space is tight. Never block an emergency exit path.

Desk-to-desk clearance: In open-plan layouts with desks facing each other, allow at least 60" between two chair

positions — that's two 30" chair clearances back-to-back. Less than this feels crowded and creates acoustic issues.

Door swing clearance: Check that no desk placement conflicts with a door's swing arc. A fully opened door that

hits a desk is a daily frustration and a safety issue.
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Desk Space Planning

Common Desk Layout Configurations

Back-to-wall: One desk against a single wall, chair facing the wall. Standard for private offices. Maximizes usable

floor space in the center of the room.

Corner configuration: Desk placed in a room corner using an L-shaped desk or a straight desk with a return.

Maximizes corner space and creates a more enclosed work environment — less distraction.

Freestanding island: Desk positioned away from walls, accessible from multiple sides. Used in reception areas,

collaborative spaces, and executive offices where visitors approach the desk. Requires more floor space.

Benching/open plan: Multiple desks aligned in a row or cluster. For planning purposes, treat each workstation as

requiring its own chair clearance, and add shared aisle clearance between rows. Benching systems are specifically

designed for this layout.

Private office with conference area: Combines a desk configuration with a small conference table and chairs.

Requires careful space allocation — both zones need adequate clearance.
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Desk Space Planning

How to Draw a Simple Space Plan

You don't need design software to create a usable space plan. Here's a quick method:

1. Draw your room outline on graph paper (1 square = 1 foot) or use a free online room planner.

2. Mark windows, doors (and their swing arcs), and electrical outlets.

3. Cut out paper rectangles to represent desk footprints at the same scale (e.g., a 60"x30" desk = 5 squares x 2.5

squares).

4. Move the desk cutouts around the room plan until you find a placement that satisfies all clearance requirements.

5. Mark the chair clearance zones (36"–48" behind each desk) to confirm they don't overlap with walkways or other

furniture.

This low-tech approach catches problems before they become expensive mistakes.
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Desk Space Planning

Multi-Desk Offices: Scaling Up the Planning Process

For offices with 5 or more workstations, space planning becomes more systematic:

Density planning: Calculate the square footage per workstation. A density of 80–100 sq ft per person feels

comfortable in an open plan. Denser than 60 sq ft per person starts to feel crowded.

Traffic flow: Identify primary traffic paths (from entry to key areas like conference rooms, break rooms, restrooms)

and ensure they're maintained at 36" minimum.

Electrical planning: Each workstation needs power access. Plan desk positions in relation to floor outlets, wall

outlets, or overhead power drops. Moving power is expensive after installation.

Lighting: Workstations oriented parallel to window walls minimize glare on screens. Perpendicular orientation

creates glare on one position and shadows on another. Diagonal layouts can work but are harder to plan.

For larger projects, FOF offers complimentary space planning consultation. Call 888-719-4960 to speak with a

layout specialist.
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Desk Space Planning

Private Office Layout Examples

Here are starting-point layouts for common private office sizes:

8x10 office: Fits a 48"x24" or 60"x24" desk along the long wall with a chair behind it. Limited room for additional

furniture. Works for a focused individual workspace.

10x12 office: Standard private office size. Fits a 60"x30" or 72"x30" desk comfortably with proper clearance. Room

for one guest chair and a small filing cabinet.

12x14 office: Comfortable executive scale. Fits a 72" double-pedestal desk plus a credenza behind the chair

position. Room for two guest chairs and still maintains comfortable circulation.

14x16 and larger: True executive office scale. Can accommodate a full desk + credenza + conference table with

chairs. At this size, a U-shaped desk configuration becomes viable.
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Desk Space Planning

Ergonomic Zoning in Space Plans

Beyond fitting desks into the physical space, a good office space plan considers ergonomic zones — the areas

around each workstation that affect how comfortably the person can work there.

Primary task zone: The area directly in front of the user, within easy reach. This is where monitors, keyboards, and

frequently used items should be positioned. The desk surface itself is the primary task zone.

Secondary task zone: The area reachable by leaning or extending the arm without leaving the chair. Reference

materials, phone, and frequently needed items belong here. On a straight desk, this is the surface just beyond arm's

reach from center.

Lighting zone: Natural light from the side (parallel to the workstation, not behind or in front) is ideal for

screen-based work. Where natural light comes from, desks should be oriented so the light hits the side of the

worker rather than creating glare on the screen.

Acoustic buffer zone: In open-plan offices, desks facing each other across a shared aisle create visual and

acoustic distraction. Orienting desks in the same direction (all users facing the same wall) reduces both types of

distraction.

Integrating ergonomic zoning into the space plan from the start prevents having to rearrange furniture after move-in

when people start complaining about glare, noise, or discomfort.


