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These are the 5 most commonly asked questions about reception desks for commercial office
environments, with straightforward answers to help you make a confident, well-informed purchase
decision.

Top 5 Questions — Reception Desks

What is the standard height for a reception desk transaction counter?

The visitor-facing transaction counter on a commercial reception desk is typically 42—-48 inches
high — a comfortable standing height for most adults to sign documents, rest a bag, or interact with
front-desk staff. The staff-side work surface behind the transaction counter is lower, at 28-30
inches, allowing the receptionist to sit at a standard ergonomic desk height while the raised counter
conceals monitors, paperwork, and personal items from the visitor's view. This dual-height design is
the commercial standard and serves three purposes: privacy for sensitive information on screens,
ergonomic comfort for the seated staff member, and a clean, professional appearance to visitors.
Some reception desks position the transaction counter at 40.5 inches, which is a comfortable
compromise between seated visibility and standing reach.

What ADA requirements apply to reception desks?

ADA standards require that any public-facing reception counter include an accessible section no
higher than 36 inches above the finished floor — the recommended range is 28—-34 inches. This
accessible section must be at least 36 inches wide to accommodate a wheelchair approach, with
clear floor space of at least 30 inches wide by 48 inches deep in front of it for a forward or parallel
approach. Below the accessible counter section, knee clearance must be at least 27 inches high, 30
inches wide, and 19 inches deep to allow a wheelchair user to pull up to the counter. This is a legal
requirement for commercial spaces, not an optional feature. If the accessible section is positioned
at the end of a longer counter, ensure it is clearly accessible and not blocked by furniture,
stanchions, or displays.



3 What configuration is best for my reception desk — straight, L-shaped, or U-shaped?

The right configuration depends on lobby shape, number of receptionists, and daily visitor volume.
Straight desks (60—96 inches wide) are most space-efficient and work well for narrow lobbies with a
single receptionist. L-shaped desks are the most popular choice for mid-size offices — the return
wing provides a secondary area for a computer or phone system, fits naturally into corner
placements, and supports one to two staff members. U-shaped desks suit high-traffic lobbies
where staff need immediate access to files, packages, and equipment while managing multiple
simultaneous tasks, and typically support two to three staff members. Curved and arc desks create
a welcoming visual impression in large open lobbies and are ideal for design-forward spaces where
the desk is visible from multiple angles.

4 What surface material is best for a reception desk?

High-pressure laminate (HPL) is the most practical surface material for high-traffic reception desks
— it resists scratches, stains, and daily wear from bags, keys, and cleaning products, and is available
in hundreds of finishes including realistic woodgrain patterns. Thermofused melamine (TFM) over an
MDF core is the standard construction; HPL is the premium upgrade. Wood veneer provides a
warmer, more premium appearance but is susceptible to scratches, water rings, and requires
periodic polishing — appropriate for executive reception areas with moderate traffic. Solid surface
materials (Corian-type) are seamless, repairable, and give a smooth modern look, but add cost.
Glass and metal accents add visual interest but require frequent cleaning. For most commercial
reception environments, HPL provides the best combination of durability, aesthetics, and value.

5 How much space do | need in front of and behind a reception desk?

Allow at least 36 inches of clear passage behind the desk for staff movement and chair rollback —
42 inches is preferred if two staff members share the space. In front of the desk, maintain a
minimum 60 inches of clear floor area for visitor circulation and ADA turning radius — this allows a
wheelchair user to approach and turn without obstruction. If visitors frequently queue at the desk,
extend the front clearance to 8-10 feet from the entrance door to allow queuing without blocking
the entry path. The desk should be positioned so the receptionist has a direct, unobstructed sight
line to the main entrance — visitors should be acknowledged within seconds of entering, which is
only possible if the desk placement and desk height do not create blind spots to the door.

Have more questions? Our office furniture specialists are ready to help.
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