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 “The guiding motto in the life of every natural philosopher should be, ‘Seek simplicity and distrust it.’”  [ Whitehead, A N 

(1920). The Concept of Nature. Cambridge University Press].  

“The reasonable man adapts himself to the world; the unreasonable one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. 
Therefore all progress depends on the unreasonable man.” 

[George Bernard Shaw, “Man and Superman – Maxims for Revolutionists” (1903)] 

 

I hope these brief generic notes are helpful.  I am happy to talk with anybody who wishes for specific 
feedback; please email me to arrange an agreeable time or call 0191 227 3155.  And, of course, if 
you find yourself needing ergonomic guidance or advice over the summer – just email or call1.  The 
hand-outs I have used this year and much more can be found on the bloggy thingy at: Also available 
on the web at: http://designforindustry.wordpress.com  [22/06/14]. 

In this assignment I was seeking a clear, ergonomic, analysis of a “body fitting” problem and a 
justified and explained solution.  Clarity was important as was appropriate use of published 
anthropometric data manipulated as required to me the design decision criteria selected. 

I was interested in justified dimensions not the finish, construction details that some students offered 
except in so far as they influenced this application of anthropometric data.  For example, an armrest 
fitted to the seat pan may limit the seat width and prevent the possibility of hip overhang that could 
occur if the arm-rest was fitted to the chair back.   

 Why did you choose to use the anthropometric data set that you did?  (The data in my 
handout is fine for UK adults but not for children, or adults from Asia or sub Saharan Africa, 
etc. Bodyspace2 has this data.)  Bodyspace is also a good source of argued guidance for 
chair design. 

 What assumptions and modifications did you make? 

 Did you, for example, add an allowance for clothing? 

The first, fundamental decision was the general form of the 
seating.  The King’s Throne solution may have been used for 
3200+ years since Ramses II but it still works well especially 
when general populations must be accommodated3 and direct 
adjustment or modification is not feasible.  Indeed, when I was 
down in London the week before last4 I found several similar 
Egyptian designs in the British Museum. 

However, for a range of other, contemporary, seating solutions 
see Opsvik (2009) 5 but few of his ideas are suitable for mass 
seating in performance spaces where discomfort (and the 
associated fidgeting and change of postures) must be avoided 
if others are not to be disturbed. 

This design meets many of the ergonomic guidelines that could 
be quoted today for a comfortable chair. Eg arm rests that 
result in a vertical upper arm and a horizontal forearm or foot 
rests and a seat pan height that does not conflict with the 
popliteal point and supports the body via the Ischial  

 

Tuberosities.  A high back and head rest are apparent and appear to be at about 900 to the set pan 
which slopes slightly backwards.  The backrest may be shaped to maintain the spinal curve,  

                                                
1
  But note, at present I expect to be away from Newcastle for the last week in July and the first three of August 

during which time even email responses will be slow! 
2
  Pheasant ST and Haslegrave CM (2006) Bodyspace (3

rd
 edition).  Taylor & Francis: London. 

3
  The need for a performance space to seat (or make space for) wheelchair users was a requirement 

specifically excluded in this assignment simply because the time available. 
4
  The Matisse at Tate Britain is amazing – “Jazz” still continues to delight (I first saw it at The Chester Beaty 

Library (Dublin) a couple of year ago) and a nearly spent £200 on a reprint but the colours are, somehow flatter 
and less vibrant.. I might yet weaken!! 
5
  Opsvik, Peter (2009)  Rethinking Sitting. New Y: WW Norton & Co. – other sources and guides are available! 
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especially in the lumbar region, lordosis but this cannot be seen in this monumental (over 20M high) 
representation. 

As for the layout and sketch drawings to help understanding (yours and mine) they were very variable.  
Good, free hand sketching will not only help you understand the design problem but also enable you to 
develop and refine your solutions to it.  Sketches should not just be a one-off to “satisfy” your assessors 
(clients) that creative work has happened nor should the drawing be retrospective.  They should, 
however, be a record of progress, dead-ends and the developmental leaps that have occurred over the 
time you have spent on the task.  They should also be sharable so that others understand the journey 
made and the reasons underpinning the design decisions. 

I must also add that you need to develop you own style and not copy from others – text, journals etc.  
Several of you did copy the style of others – poor and, unless acknowledged, misconduct.  Indeed, 
such actions will always be evidence of poor work!  Don’t trust the “new metric handbook” and similar 
interior design/architectural guides unless you are satisfied that the guide is appropriate for your design 
tasks. For example, many of these texts use 1960s military anthropometric data but today’s “Brit” is, 
today, probably less fit, more diverse and, on average, heavier.  Furthermore, if the answer is in a 
book or on the web why do I need to employ you?! 

Add an allowance for clothing – might not be much in the summer but in January coats are thick and 
boots may be worn.  Never forget to consider such matters they can make significant differences to 
stature, hip and shoulder width, etc.  

In this assignment there were two elements that benefited from sketches – the slope of the seating and 
if you were proposing to stagger the seating so that one row looked over the shoulders of the person in 
front (permits a shallower slope but loses a few seats) and the question of one person passing another 
to get to their seats – influences pitch.  The best students considered such matters with both sketches 
and anthropometric data, the weaker quoted from architectural guidelines and the weakest just ignored 
these matters totally!  Which group were you in? 

So you might set up the criteria that a short person (say 5%ile, 10 year old child) can see over the 
shoulder of a large (say 95%ile) adult male.  (Incidentally, who will be taller the 10 year old boy or girl?)  

The assignments covered the full range of marks; including a few students with 75%+.  However, there 
were also some low scoring assignments; invariably because the students did not, for whatever reason, 
answer the brief set.  I am pleased to say that, in general, the responses were, generally, well up to the 
standard of previous years! 

Bibliography –v– references.  The first are general and latter specific; normally you will want to 
reference material in academic articles, papers, reports, etc.  You will find specific guidance in “Cite 
them Right”6.  I am, of course, happy to answer any questions you might have.  

Do have an excellent summer but look forward to September and the new educational and design 
challenges that await you!  Until then please keep observing7 (not just looking) and asking, “just why did 
they do that, in that way?”  “How did the design/designer influence that behaviour?”  And vice versa.  

Finally before you return two (perhaps three) tasks!  If Simon will let me I hope to run a project 
concerning how biology (“nature”) might influence design so as you wander about look around you and 
think – what could I do with that attribute demonstrated by bird, bug, pond dweller etc!  If Simon agrees 
my proposal more will follow in August! 

At times throughout your time as a student of design you may be tempted to create something to help 
disabled people but before you do please watch the following TED talk: 
http://www.ted.com/talks/stella_young_i_m_not_your_inspiration_thank_you_very_much [22/06/14]. 

I also suggest you look at one of the talks by DFI distinguished old boy – Tim Brown.  He now runs a 
little consultancy – IDEO.  Tim’s talk about creativity and play is about idea/concepts much bigger, and 
certainly more important, than just running a design business.  So give 30 minutes of your time, now, to:  
http://www.ted.com/talks/tim_brown_on_creativity_and_play.html [22/06/14]. 

I hope you are happy with the summer… so far and remembering that the longest day, has, already 
passed!  It is now downhill until just before Christmas! 

Best wishes, Mic 

                                                
6
  The 2008 edition can be purchased from the Library or a “non-printing” pdf may be downloaded from: 

http://elp.northumbria.ac.uk/bbcswebdav/library/Library%20Content/Cite_them_right_secure.pdf [22/06/14] but the 
most recent edition (9

th
) is Pears, R and Shields, G (2013) Cite them Right: The essential referencing guide 

(Palgrave Study Skills).  London: Palgrave Macmillan. [£10.50 on the Amazon site!] 
7
  Remember “witness marks”? 
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