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Maybe your home office has outgrown your home. Maybe your lease is going to expire and you are considering moving. Or maybe your business has simply grown and your office configuration is no long efficient. Here are some things to consider when the time comes to deal with your furniture.

If you are furnishing an office from scratch, chances are you will want to choose your systems (or “open plan”) furniture from one of the big five manufacturers — Herman Miller, Haworth, Teknion, Knoll, or Steelcase. Each of the manufacturers will be represented by a different furniture dealer who will also carry a variety of private office options, filing options, and furniture for all kinds of other situations. Each of these dealers will tout the benefits of their vendors and give you comparable pricing. One thing to keep in mind is to try to evaluate how well the dealer will be able to communicate with you during the order/installation process, and how well you believe you will be treated after the sale — which is when most of the problems, if any, will surface. 

It is wise to ask for references from companies similar to yours — and call them. Ask how quickly a dealer will be able to respond to situations that worry you.  As for the furniture itself, ask about warranties. What are the limitations on a “lifetime” warranty? Does the warranty include moving parts? Does the warranty include veneers? Does the warranty include labor? 

And what about used furniture? you might ask. It’s similar to buying a used car — and just as risky. The truth, luckily, is that you can usually buy new furniture that includes a warranty for about the same price as used. Even though used furniture is readily available in the current market, it will not always be so. As your business continues to grow, or reconfigurations become necessary, matching parts and pieces may be difficult, not to mention the amount of your time spent trying to track them down. In many cases the electrical system is obsolete as well.
Systems Furniture

Myriad options are available in systems furniture. No longer is it a luxury to think about using furnishings to enhance your company’s public image or to tailor workstations to the preferences of individual employees. With options such as glass tiles, graded fabric choices from well-known textile manufacturers such as Maharam or Momentum, and translucent doors, screens, and desk accessories, the isolating, demotivating Dilbert “cubicle” is a thing of the past. Custom graphics can be printed on tiles or fabric screens relatively inexpensively to enhance your company’s brand or message. 

However, don’t let these dazzling possibilities distract you from looking at the nuts and bolts behind the façade.

· Cabling. Consider not only your power and data needs of today, but try to project what you will need over the next 10 years. Do the cables have to be “threaded through” or can they be “laid in?” Is your churn rate high enough that you should consider zone distribution?

· Construction. How sturdy is the system? Ask to see an actual installation of the system you are considering or to go to the manufacturer’s or dealer’s showroom to see it.

· Installation. How many parts and pieces are there? Does the system have to be put up in a linear fashion, or can several “walls” be put up simultaneously. This factor will greatly affect your installation pricing. 

· Codes. Technical information about flammability is available from all of the major manufacturers if you want to double check. However, it is true that products from the big five characteristically are not brought to market without complete compliance with ANSI/BIFMA standards. If you are employing an architect, he/she will know the requirements about aisle widths and accessibility of doors and fire exits. Furniture dealers are well aware of these codes as well. 

Private Office Furniture

If your office layout includes private offices, again there is an array of choices for all budgets – from solid wood to veneer to laminate; from traditional to transitional to contemporary. The big five systems manufacturers generally have an association with one casegoods (freestanding furniture) manufacturer, but you are by no means limited to that manufacturer by the type of systems furniture you choose. A furniture dealer will be able to offer several casegoods choices within any given budget range. It is also possible to dress up your systems furniture with wood in a freestanding L- or U-shaped configuration that will fit nicely within an office.

Similar questions about the handling of power and data, furniture construction, installation time, and codes are applicable here as well. It is wise to see the actual product you are intending to purchase — either in the dealer’s showroom or in the manufacturer’s showroom — before making a decision. Photos definitely don’t tell the whole story when it comes to showing the differences between wood and laminate. 

Filing

You will need to choose two or three types of filing for your office: pedestal files, lateral files, and/or tower models that combine several types of storage into one unit. 

Pedestals are typically used within an office or workstation to house items that are used every day. Pedestals come as freestanding, mobile, suspended or worksurface support models. Some mobile pedestals can be ordered with a cushion on top to double as guest seating. Compare materials used in construction and mechanics of drawer movement. 

Laterals are most often used for archive storage, but can be positioned within a workstation as well. Stackable files often provide the best value for the dollar by providing the filing space you need today while retaining the option to grow vertically as filing needs increase over time. Again, compare construction and drawer mechanics. Be aware that the depth of a lateral file drawer (18- or 20-inch) plus whether you file side to side or front to back can make a large difference in the number of lateral files you will need. See figures 1, 2, and 3. Most all files come in 30-, 36-, and 42-inch widths. 
Towers take advantage of vertical space within a workstation by combining, for example, a wardrobe unit, two file drawers, a “box” drawer for miscellaneous items, and a cabinet for storing binders or supplies. 
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Here the 2150 filing inches shown in green take up 14 files.

In figures 2 and 3, you gain the area shown in orange simply by changing your filing configuration and/or the size of the file drawer. 
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figure 2

By arranging your filing front-to-back rather than side-to-side you will use two fewer files. 
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figure 3

By using the 20''-depth drawer rather than the 18'' drawer, you will need even fewer files.
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For specialty filing needs, be aware that there is 
more than one manufacturer that makes 
high-density files and more than one that makes 
mailroom configurations. If your office is relatively 
small, pieces from your systems furniture 
may suffice (see figure 4). 


figure 4

Seating

More than any other single piece of office furniture, the chair you choose will determine your employees’ comfort and productivity. In the long run, seating choices can also have an effect on employee health-related costs. Any chair that claims that it is “ergonomic” should provide the following adjustments as a minimum:

· Height adjustability — proper adjustment should put the person’s feet flat on the floor with a 90-degree angle at the knees, and a straight line of sight to the computer monitor.

· Arm adjustability — arms should be adjustable at least up and down, if not side to side. With forearms placed on the chair arms, elbows should be at a 90-degree angle for keyboarding. A different adjustment may be necessary for proper mousing. 

· Lumbar support – Whether controlled by ratcheting the chair back up or down, or by actually moving or inflating a lumbar pad, this feature goes far toward eliminating back-related problems among employees. 

Leasing

Often ignored as viable means of acquiring office furniture, leasing offers some important benefits that are worth consideration. Some plans even allow the inclusion of business machines and architects’ design services. By leasing your office furniture you may be able to

· Improve cash flow

· Preserve capital and existing lines of credit

· Have the flexibility to add or exchange furniture as needs change

· Take advantage of certain tax management benefits

Even if you are not ready to refurnish your office at the present time, it is possible to begin to evaluate furniture and furniture dealers as you make incremental purchases. The consideration you are afforded when you want to buy only a single chair tells you a lot about the dealer with whom you are doing business. Is your Sales Rep knowledgeable about the offerings of various manufacturers? Does he/she ask you about your objectives rather than simply what size of filing cabinet you want? Is the atmosphere of the showroom professional? By visiting the dealer’s showroom you can get a taste for a variety of systems, casegoods, filing, and seating — enough to make you an informed and savvy buyer when the time comes to make a substantial purchase.  
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