
A guide to purchasing office furniture



Purchasing office furniture

You’ve made a decision to revamp or move offices and have 

decided that it is a good time to purchase new office furniture, or 

you may have a new, start-up business and require some office 

furniture.

As this is quite a costly exercise and a long-term investment, it is 

wise to learn a little about the different qualities and finishes that 

are available so that you can make an informed decision, and 

buy the best that you can afford.

Is imported office furniture better?

The answer is, not necessarily.  It is true that some imported 

brands from Europe and America have large budgets for 

research and development but there are many manufacturers in 

South Africa that can match or outperform imported brands, in 

terms of quality, durability, and general design features.  Watch 

out for less expensive imitations, as the quality may not be 

guaranteed. Often inferior materials are used to bring down the 

cost of the products.

Use a space plan for placing orders

Obtain the services of a professional space planner to make 

sure that you have accounted for all your employees and that all 

additional requirements, such as store rooms, print rooms, 

meeting rooms, staff cafés and IT server rooms, are met.  With a 

detailed plan, you will be able to visualise all the furniture items 

that are required and how they will work together.
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Inhabit Flip up table 

from Impumelelo
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Flexibility
With changes in office requirements being a regular

occurrence, purchasing office furniture that

offers flexibility will ease change at a later date.

This means light-weight, mobile, yet durable

furniture that can be wheeled to a new position,

tops that can fold away and materials that can

withstand robust handling.

Soft seating, a popular trend for alternative places

to work at, requires Wi-Fi and plug points, either

built into the furniture or close by for mobile digital

hardware usage. This offers flexibility for

employees to choose where they work.

There are various options on the market and many

offer acoustic properties with higher couch back

rests to contain voices.

Desking

The central element of the workplace is a desk.

Desks today can offer choice between a seated

position and a standing position. Electronically

raised to suit different heights, they encourage

employees to stand for a while, allowing the blood

flow to circulate around the body.

A simpler, less expensive option is to provide a

shared desk at a fixed height of 1050mm for

employees to use when required. It is great to offer

employees the choice to stand, but if this desk

cannot be accommodated, it is considered just as

healthy to go for a short walk.

Higher couch back rests to contain voices
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Desk tops are usually not

given much thought other than

perhaps the colour and size,

but there are different

‘thicknesses’ and materials to

consider.

A fairly expensive option is

natural, solid wood which can

be crafted in any style. Due to

budget constraints, this is

considered a luxury in today’s

offices.

A more affordable option for a

natural, woodgrain finish, is a

veneer. A very, very thin slice of

wood is placed on the top layer

of a particle board substrate,

giving the impression of a solid

piece of wood. The sides of the

board are then edged in a thin

piece of solid wood.

Desk tops

K Task, K Stand by Knoll



Bear in mind that wood is a natural product and

veneers of the same type can differ a great deal in

colour and grain.

Oil-based products are available that stain natural

wood to change or enhance the colour, without

losing the wood grain. For corporate use, it is

suggested that a protective layer is added after the

staining to prevent water marks. Veneers are not

recommended in high traffic office areas and are

better suited to single occupancy offices or meeting

rooms.

For those that enjoy the look of wood but require

durability, a “wood-look” laminate is suggested.

A laminate is a protective material that is

overlaid onto another material, in this case,

particle board, also known as chipboard. This

board is manufactured from wood particles,

sawdust and wood shavings, which are bound

together with resins under pressure.

Laminates & Boards

4

Veneers & laminates



The advantage of a laminate is it is cost-effective,

its’ weight is lighter than solid wood and it’s great

for ready-made furniture. The disadvantage is

that longer desk spans will bow without a good,

metal, substructure supporting it underneath. It is

not as eco-friendly as wood and can expand when

exposed to moisture. This can be minimised with

a laminate edge strip adhered to the board edge.

Boards generally come in thicknesses of 16mm,

(used for drawer fronts), 22 mm and 32 mm,

which is recommended for desk tops. The

average desk length starts from 1200mm,

(suitable for a call centre) to 1600mm, 1800mm

and 2000mm.

MDF board

Medium-density fibre board is an engineered,

composite made of small hard wood, and soft

wood fibres, bonded together with wood, glue and

heat. It is a stronger material than particle board

due to its density. It is also smoother, reducing

the risk of splinters. Because of its smooth edges,

it is easy to cut and make decorative patterns in it,

easy to paint, and lower in cost than solid wood

but not less expensive than chipboard. However,

its denseness makes it heavy and it cannot be

stained.
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Decorative patterns cut into the board
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An alternative material is a solid laminate.

Solid laminate or Solid Core is a board made up of

many layers of paper that are bonded together with

resins under great pressure and high temperatures. The

top layer of paper is decorative and gives the finished

Edgebanding

Slim-line desk tops are trendy at the moment

offering a lighter look and solid laminate board is

ideal for these. However, it is more costly than a

laminated, particle board.

You’ve chosen to go with a laminate finish on your

office furniture. We know that a laminate will be

pressed onto both sides of the board, as one side

should balance the other. This prevents the board

from warping. But what about the board edge?

product a wood

look, solid colour

or other

decorative

patterns. This is

finished with a

clear, protective

layer.

Solid Core board

is a denser board

that is rigid and

self-supporting,

so doesn’t require

as much support

as other boards.

It is resistant to

heat and

chemical

damage, and

is non-toxic in a

fire. It is a

durable, hard

wearing material,

very suitable for

office furniture.

Matching laminate edge strips are available and are

also applied using a hot-melt adhesive on to the

board edge.

There is however a stronger option, P U edging

or polyurethane edging. A resin polyurethane is

poured into a mould that fits around the desk top,

which dries in place. This finish is extremely

durable and protects against bumping and general

use, great for longevity of your furniture.
Ark white meeting table from Spaceist

with solid laminate top



Inexpensive chairs are available from some stores and 

suppliers that do little, other than to provide a surface to sit 

on. As a chair is an investment for your employees, it is 

advisable to rather spend more on chairs and less on 

other furniture.

A sturdy 5-star base ensures stability when leaning back

and double or dual castors (wheels) distribute the user’s

weight over a larger surface and prevents the carpet being

pulled. A soft, rubber castor is used on hard floors, such

as tiles or screed, to prevent slipping.

The seat is attached by a metal column, which should

have a gas height adjustment mechanism. This cushions

the spine when sitting, a bit like the suspension in a car.

Make sure the weight capacity is for at least 120kg to

accommodate heavier people.

Quality chairs will have a Synchro mechanism which

enables you to keep your feet squarely on the floor when

you lean back. The seat and back move at a ratio of 2:1.

Adjustable tension for a variety of weights, shapes and

sizes helps to provide a solution for all employees.

5 Star metal base for 

stability with dual castors

Lumber support 

pad

Moulded foam 

cushion

Adjustable tension for a 

variety of weights

Mesh back chair  

encourages air flow

Height adjustable 

arms

Connect Chair from Seating 

This is definitely not the case! The chair is the most important

purchase for your office, as this is what you sit in for

approximately 8 hours a day or more, and it needs to provide you

with the ergonomic support and comfort that you need. There

are many chairs that do not offer this support, so be discerning

when choosing one.

A chair is a chair

The chair anatomy
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Height adjustment



Some high-end chairs use other

materials for their seats such as

‘polymers’ which are pliable

plastics that are formed in net

style strands, which allow for free

air flow, giving added comfort. An

adjustable seat slide moves

horizontally, providing a deeper

seat for longer legs.

The back of the chair can also

have a polymer back or a net

fabric which maintains

comfortable skin temperatures.

This is a great feature but is not

essential. What is preferable, is

‘lumber support’, which needs to

be adjustable to suit people of

varying weights.

This offers support in the lumber

region of the spine or lower back,

vital for those long periods spent

seated. A chair that moves with you

provides comfort throughout the

day.

Arms on a chair should be height

adjustable and an added bonus is

to have the arm-pads that move in a

sideways, swivel direction too.

Head rests on a chair are not

necessary but offer additional

comfort.

Visitors chairs or meeting room

chairs don’t require all the ‘bells

and whistles’ as they are generally

not used for more than an hour or

two at a time. A simple sleigh or

cantilever base is suitable to move

in and out from a meeting room

table. Training room chairs

however, should have the comforts

required for being seated for long

periods.
DAT-O from 

Dauphin

Materials
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If there is a seat cushion, this will

be made of moulded foam with a

“waterfall” or dipped front to

prevent the blood flow being cut

off at the thighs.



Some office chairs are supplied with the

manufacturers mesh type fabric, which allows air

to flow through, preventing perspiration. They are

supplied in limited colours but are very popular in

offices.

Contract fabrics offer colour, texture and patterns

to liven up an environment but they must have at

least a 30 000 rub count for durability on office

furniture. A rub count test is an abrasion test

performed on the textile, with a machine that runs

back and forth in continuously changing

directions, over the fabric until the fabric is worn

down. In South Africa, we recognise the

Martindale Abrasion and Piling test.

There are other factors that come into play

regarding durability, this includes where the fabric

is to be used, if there is enough padding, the type

of cleaning materials used, UV exposure and of

course any kind of abuse of the fabric that would

decrease the fabrics’ resilience. Contract fabrics

should also be fade resistant.

Are you selecting the right fabrics?

Fabrics, Mesh, Polymers & Pellicle

Traditionally office chairs were covered in leather to signify

status. However, in warm weather, sitting on a leather chair

can lead to the user perspiring, and can be cool to the touch in

colder weather. Not ideal for comfort.
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Newer, intelligent materials use polymers to form

the chair back. The Sayl chair from Herman

Miller uses varying thicknesses of durable,

elastomer strands to form the mesh pattern of the

chair back, which offers great, pliable support for

the spine. Their Aeron chair back has a fine,

mesh looking material, which is made with an

elastomeric material called Pellicle which provides

varying tension across the chair back, supporting

the user in all the appropriate areas.

Casual seating or soft seating is generally

required in small quantities in offices but they

should not be overlooked. When choosing an

upholstered armchair remember it needs to be

easy to get in and out of for all ages, so a firmer

foam is better than a soft one but it should still be

inviting to sit on and provide comfort.

Professional office interior designers can advise on

the correct materials and types of furniture that is

suitable for your office environment.
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Guarantees & Warrantees

A warranty is usually a written guarantee for a product and declares the manufacturer's 

responsibility to repair or replace a defective product or its parts. (blog.dictionary.com/warranty-or-
guarantee/)

As you are buying furniture to last, it is important to ask about the guarantees of your furniture.  

Most good, desk suppliers will offer a minimum 5 year guarantee but suppliers of desks with a 

polyurethane edge and metal substrate would offer a 15 year guarantee on their product, (under 

normal office conditions).

Similarly, chair manufacturers of a decent, ergonomic chair would offer a 5-7 years guarantee.  

However, some imported chairs are designed with a lifespan of 12 years

11

This touches the tip of the iceberg when 

it comes to office furniture as there is so 

much more involved.  Support spaces 

such as staff cafés, meeting rooms 

focus rooms, telephone rooms, 

collaboration spaces all have specialist 

requirements for furniture and should 

include consideration for acoustic 

enhancement, flexibility of work styles 

and other aspects.  

It’s worth getting a design professional 

involved when purchasing office 

furniture, to share knowledge and 

experience and to make the process 

run more smoothly.

Contact Paragon Interiors for all 

aspects of office design, interior build 

and procurement.  +27 11 7065123


