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Abstract 
Generally speaking, the field of furniture design is based on a limited conceptual framework: furniture is framed 

as a set of conceptually detached and typologically predefined objects. 

The present study amalgamates architecture, furniture and industrial design in a programmatic attempt to address 

current changes in spatial culture. The study subsumes fieldwork and theoretical reflections in areas as diverse as 

education, health care, workspaces and the home. 

Results suggest that new demands are emerging in every one of these fields. All of these demands pertain to 

increased dynamics in daily changes in human activities. These demands challenge well-established categories 

of material culture and the constructed environment and they point toward the need for increased flexibility. 

On this basis, a new theoretical foundation has been developed. This foundation as well as the curriculum 

derived from this basis are conceptually open. They focus on semi-mass-customizing, small-scale, specialized 

and sub-supplying industries – and frame furniture as the major link between body, space and activity. 
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1. Introduction 

Material culture, or the man-made world of objects, can be regarded as an eco-system – as the 

(artificial) ecology of artifacts (Krippendorf, 2006). In this realm of artifacts, objects define and 

occupy niches that have meaning for users and they do so in relation to other artifacts which, in turn, 

occupy their own respective niches. As in the ‘real’ eco-system, niches might stay open for some time 

but they eventually become closed by other (or new) artifacts that take over their function, or a new 

artifact might create niches for yet other new artifacts to grow. The history of material culture is rich 

in examples, some driven by technological innovation, others by cultural changes: The invention of 



 

 

the car took the wind out of saddle-making but it certainly gave rise to a need for gas stations. The 

invention of the computer might have made typewriting superfluous and redundant but it certainly 

created new demands for software and printers. Changes in work-life and body-culture created needs 

for gymnastic equipment and the like: needs that are new to us. 

Furniture belongs to a slow-moving category of artifacts – archetypes (Sudjic, 2008) – that adapt 

nevertheless to changes in, for example, body culture, technological developments (in other fields) and 

so on. The niche occupied by furniture is situated between two other elements of artificial ecology: on 

one side, the environment – space, or the architectural realm – and on the other side, manufacturing 

technology – the materials and processes available for the making of furniture (Brix, 2008). Furniture 

is employed in the context of space and is produced by means of technology. The third component of 

major importance to furniture is the cultural aspect: the activities we wish to have accommodated in 

space. 

 

2. Spatial context 

Articles of furniture are plastic objects used as mediators between physical space and the human body. 

They take over where the architectural realm leaves off and they supply functions that space itself does 

not provide. This shared affordance (Gibson, 1979) with architecture is a constituting fact of furniture.  

The functions or activities for which a specific space is designed are always resolved in a relationship 

between fixed and mobile elements. The surfaces of the room as well as the various items of fixed 

inventory are immobile features, whereas articles of furniture and related objects are mobile and can 

be rearranged by users. Some functions are associated with or resolved by the shape of the room while 

others are linked to or resolved by the mobile elements.  

 

Figure 1: This room, inside a school designed by architect Herman Hertzberger, illustrates the 

principal interlocking of space and furniture: When the furniture is put away, space emerges. When 

the furniture is put to use, the form of space organizes activity (notice the recess in the floor). 

 

Usually, the relationship between what is solved in the fixed and what is solved in the mobile is based 

on convention and habit – and in many cases, excellent solutions are attained. However, greater clarity 

and creativity in the assigning of functions to either the fixed or the mobile realm might open – and 



 

 

give rise – to richer interactions. Consider, for example, the shop design by architect Rem Koolhaas 

for Prada illustrated in figure 2. The form of the space – featuring a stepped recession in the floor – is 

multifunctional: the various uses are supported by a series of sliding elements. The configuration of 

the shop can be changed, as it were, from being a space for daily use to a space for events (see figure 

3) by moving the sliding elements, respectively, to accommodate the desired form of space. 

     

Figure 2: Two configurations of the movable elements (showing the fitting rooms, display units and 

light and sound equipment). 

  

Figure 3: Two uses of the recessed stairs: event and display, respectively. 

When addressing questions of flexibility of space and furnishings, considerations regarding the 

relationship between the fixed and the movable seem to generate a promising implement. This idea 

can be regarded as a variant of the generally accepted architectural adage that tells that flexibility of 

space can be achieved through two overriding strategies: one being to design so generically that space 

becomes multifunctional and the other to design everything so that it is movable and re-configurable. 

The distinction here can be illustrated by Verner Panton’s designs, as shown 

Figure 4: 

Furniture designs 

by architect Verner 

Panton, providing 

flexibility by means 

of fixed, generic 

surfaces (left) and 

by means of 

movability (right). 

 



 

 

in figure 4. 

These examples reveal that the relation of the fixed/generic on one side and the movable/adaptable on 

the other is being put to use in current design efforts to generate spaces of increased flexibility. The 

relations and elements discussed thus far have been gathered together in figure 5. 

 

 

Figure 5: Elements of space and furniture. The conventional/ordinary/usual dichotomy is blurred in 

the middle. 

 

While these elements are new tools for flexible environments, changes in human activities, social 

organization and cultural habits are the very materials for which the tools eventually prove to be 

relevant or not. Let’s consider, then, how such changes currently impose new needs on human 

environments. 

 

3. Furniture in the context of human activity 

Furniture supports people in their desire to perform and engage in different activities, whether socially 

or solitarily. The character and demands of these activities constitute a fundamental feature of the 

‘program of furniture’ – i.e. what furniture ought to supply for us. This may sound trivial; furniture, of 

course, has to accommodate sitting or lying, dining or sleeping. But when studied in detail, the 

formulation is far from trivial – in fact, it is quite complicated. Human activities change rapidly and 

more than ever, pre-assumed ‘functions’ are becoming mixed.  

We can see this happening in: 

 



 

 

3.1 Rooms for education  

New pedagogical approaches to the education of children and young people call for cross-disciplinary 

and differentiated approaches to teaching (Robinson, 2001). Accommodating this is a difficult task; it 

may even be impossible within the existing physical frames. The classic classroom – regarded as an 

institution for years – has now been retired; instead, we need multi-functional spaces that will be able 

to handle diverse activities simultaneously and will enable rapid changes in diverse settings. 

Contemporary theories of education suggest that the way we have been considering intelligence until 

now has been far too narrow. For many years, analytical and intellectual approaches to teaching have 

been assigned precedence in favor of the more creative regions of the brain. There is much to suggest 

that creativity needs to be reinforced and challenged. This will require spaces that can be constructed 

and reconfigured by users and for the situation. The classroom should perform like a theater-room, 

with props and scenery, fostering the capability of adapting to rapid changes of the stage set-up. 

The sketch in Figure 6 shows a concept for a classroom in a primary school. It suggests that the usual, 

mechanical ‘up-march’ manner of alignment of chairs and tables could be exchanged with ‘places’ in 

space: places for individual work (niches), places for joint activity (squares) and places for workshop 

activity. The movable cart marked ‘event’ could hold paraphernalia related to the study of physics, 

biology or music, etc. Instead of requiring a permanent room, items associated with these subjects are 

simply rolled onto the stage. This line of thinking could free up the space in the plan-layout of the 

school. Specific space becomes generic and function is assigned to a set of objects (carts) instead of 

different rooms. 

 

Figure 6: In schools, rooms usually assigned to and equipped for specific subjects like biology, 

physics, etc. can be converted into movable objects, bringing the subject as an event into the generic 

space of the classroom. In this way, space accommodates rapid, spontaneous changes in activity as 

well as the diversity and differentiation of groups in the class. Sketch: Anders Brix. 

 



 

 

3.2 Rooms for health care 

Increased knowledge and technical capabilities are making it possible to treat more and more different 

kinds of illnesses, resulting in a never-ending demand for resources. Recent focus on this issue has 

opened a discussion on ways to optimize the use of resources and a discussion about whether or not 

untapped resources can be found in the patients themselves, in their relatives or in the physical 

environment.  

The traditional hospital is organized around medical expertise. Patients are being moved around a lot. 

However, current discussions are breaking down these silos and motivating a shift in the paradigm 

from ‘expertise’ as the organizing principle to a greater emphasis on the patient and the patient’s 

experience. This has been found to prove beneficial in terms of faster healing which, in turn, saves 

hospital time and costs (Ulrich and Zimring, 2004). Segments of the treatment can even be re-located 

to the patient’s home, resulting in new interactions between hospital rooms, medical items and rooms 

inside individual homes. 

In the future, spaces for health care will need to allow the spaces to change according to the patient’s 

needs instead of requiring patients to adapt to the space: spaces are thus going to need to have a high 

degree of flexibility. 

 

3.3 Rooms for meetings 

Conferences are typically organized in such a way that several different types of adjoining rooms are 

requested by the organizers – even though it seems that, as things come to pass, half of the rooms are 

almost always empty: participants meet in plenum inside a large conference room, which is often 

furnished with immovable chairs. After a few introductory presentations, the participants split up into 

smaller groups and move off into a series of smaller rooms to work, leaving the auditorium empty. 

After some time, they meet up again in plenum, leaving the group-rooms empty. 

If one large, generic room could be furnished and equipped to accommodate both plenary discussion 

and group work, the demand for space would, in theory, be halved. 

Such an approach raises a series of questions, since the functions of the specific rooms would have to 

be solved by objects instead of spatial layouts. Certain kinds of moveable screens or the like would 

presumably be necessary; these would have to satisfy the acoustic demands of group work. The 

different lighting associated with plenary versus group work would have to be taken into account and 

accommodated, perhaps, by battery driven LED lights that could be moved freely. The tools – 

black/whiteboards, pens and stickers, etc. – usually supplied in group-rooms would also have to 

accessible. And tables and chairs would have to be moveable, adjustable and adaptable. 



 

 

All of these new design tasks have solutions, though. Two potential benefits of finding new relations 

between objects and space in this field would be conserving space and increasing the conference’s 

dynamics and sharing of knowledge. 

 

 

3.4 Rooms for living 

Our homes have become ‘mini-worlds’ connected to the global network. We are not necessarily tied to 

a certain geographical location to perform our work; we can choose to work at home. Households are 

increasingly becoming diverse and subject to change as the incidence of mixed families and single 

living expands.  

Such changes serve to render the home more porous as the distinction between the public and the 

private becomes blurred, and these changes introduce new demands for flexibility in both the short-

term and the longer span of time. A single parent working at home, for example, requires a domestic 

environment that is capable of fluctuating rapidly between fulfilling personal and professional roles – 

for example, between preparing meals for the family and preparing a set of client reports (Sanders, 

2008).  

These functional demands give way to new expressions and possibilities in furniture. Furniture does 

not necessarily need to be designed to fit into rooms with specific functions like the living room or the 

dining room. Functions can freely overlap from one to another and this ‘functional merging’ could be 

reflected in more open and generic furniture. 

Figure 7:  

Sketch for a 

temporary meeting 

room formed in 

textile. The tent is 

hoisted to the ceiling 

when not in use. 

Sketch: Anders Brix 

 



 

 

  

 

3.5 Open source environments 

In all these different fields of human endeavor – teaching, caring, meeting, working and living – new 

demands for multifunctional, adaptable environments arise: environments that can enable sudden 

shifts in activities and in the social as well as the spatial organization. 

Borders are becoming more and more blurry. Activities cross and overlap. Formerly rigid typologies 

mutate and are superimposed on top of each other. 

 

4. Furniture in a technological context 

In the ecosystem of objects, the manufacture of furniture is facilitated by and restricted to available 

materials and production technologies. In the historical tradition of furniture design, few materials and 

technologies were considered. Today, furniture technologies offer a large array of different 

approaches. 

Methods of production and materials suited appropriately to manufacturing furniture are complex. 

Furniture consists of elements that are larger than what most of the tasks in industrial design work 

with – and, for that matter, what most sub-supplying industries, that characteristically fabricate 

machine parts of some kind, work with. Moreover, it is often the case that articles of furniture are 

manufactured in quantities that are smaller than what industrial design work generally produces. 

However, furniture production is more industrialized than are many architectural objects, which are 

generally produced for a specific building in a limited batch series. 

That is to say, furniture is an overlapping technological field. It is hardly substantial enough – or 

sufficiently coherent in terms of the materials and methods supplied – to generate a technology of its 

own: a technology that would be tailored to this class of objects. That being said, the field of furniture 

production is substantial enough to support the hybrids/crossings of technologies from adjacent fields. 

Furniture is accordingly a testing-ground and a hot-pot for new approaches to materials and 

Figure 8:  

Sketch for ‘seamless 

living.’ Design: Linda 

Korndal. 

 



 

 

technologies. The fact that furniture is used in direct relation to the human body as well as the fashion-

like focus on furniture’s form corroborates this. Programmatically equivalent objects – like chairs – 

can be produced in materials as diverse as wood, plastic, textile, steel, aluminum, glass-fiber, carbon-

fiber and so on. 

Business strategies and strategies of production are subject to change. New materials and technologies 

arise and new economic structures emerge. In the furniture industry – as in many other industries – 

this had led to outsourcing and to the situation that many ‘producers’ of furniture do not actually 

produce the items themselves. For the teaching of technology and for the knowledge necessary for a 

designer to get started working with furniture, new knowledge is required. 

Because of these trends in businesses (outsourcing) and these characteristics of the scale involved 

(physically and industrially), furniture technology is going to have to seek out sub-supplying 

industries and look for niches and ways to side-step materials, methods and technologies. 

 

5. Conclusion 

The field of furniture design is changing rapidly and is merging increasingly with the fields of 

architecture and industrial design. New approaches are needed to address the demands of a changing 

culture. And furniture is central and crucial in the effort to enable the organizations and the life-forms 

of the twenty-first century. 
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