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Desk Space Planning — Pro Tips

1 42"–48" behind the primary work chair is the most
violated clearance standard

Building codes often only require 36". But 36" allows a person
to be seated — not to stand, walk past, or pull a drawer. 42" is
the ergonomic minimum for comfortable daily use. 48" is
recommended anywhere two people may need to pass each
other.

2 Desk orientation relative to windows prevents
chronic eye strain

Position desks so windows are to the side of the monitor (90°
angle), not in front or behind. A window behind a monitor
creates glare on the screen; a window in front creates
silhouette strain. This one rule eliminates the most common
lighting complaint in open offices.

3 ADA requires 36" minimum clear paths — but 44" is
the practical standard

ADA mandates 36" for a single-occupancy path. In practice,
44" allows two people to pass comfortably. Plan 44" as the
default aisle width between desk clusters and reserve 60" for
main circulation corridors where traffic is highest.

4 Plan for the footprint of the chair — not just the desk

A 60" wide desk has a footprint of roughly 60"×30". But with a
chair pulled out and a person seated, the effective footprint
extends 18"–24" behind the desk edge. Add this to the desk
depth when calculating minimum room requirements — this is
where most space planning errors originate.

5 Corner desks (L and U shapes) dramatically increase
per-person footprint requirements

A straight desk requires approximately 60 sq ft of office space
with proper clearances. An L-desk requires 100–120 sq ft; a
U-desk requires 150–180 sq ft. Mixing desk types in a floor
plan requires zoning by type to avoid clearance conflicts.

6 Power and data outlet locations should drive desk
placement — not the reverse

Moving power and data outlets after construction is
expensive. In any new or renovated space, finalize the desk
layout plan before the electrical rough-in so outlets end up
exactly where the desks will be. In existing spaces, offset desk
placement to reach existing drops.

7 Cluster planning by work function reduces noise and
interruption

Group desks by work type — focused individual work,
collaborative work, and high-traffic roles (reception, admin).
Placing a high-traffic role next to focused-work desks
generates constant interruption. Even in open plans, functional
zoning without walls significantly reduces distraction.

8 Sit-stand desk placement requires more lateral
clearance than fixed desks

When a sit-stand desk is at standing height, the user's visual
field and reach extend further than when seated. Allow an
extra 6"–12" of lateral clearance between sit-stand
workstations in dense configurations to prevent interference
between neighboring users at full standing height.

9 60" turning radius is required at key junctions — not
just in accessible paths

ADA requires a 60" turning circle for wheelchair
maneuverability at key points. Even in spaces not formally
required to comply, this standard creates comfortable natural
turning points for all users — at corridor intersections, copy
areas, and break rooms.

10 Sketch the layout at 1/4" scale before committing to
furniture orders

A 1/4" = 1'0" scale drawing is simple to produce and reveals
clearance problems immediately. Cut paper desk shapes to
scale and physically arrange them on the floor plan. This
30-minute exercise prevents costly delivery-day discoveries
that furniture doesn't fit.
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