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Abstract

Today, an increasing number of people work from home; people value a 
relaxed and individual work style where flexibility and mobility are of great 
importance. A home office generates several new requirements of a work-
place as conflicts often occur between aesthetical and functional qualities. 
Psychological factors such as discipline or relaxation are also difficult to 
handle when the boundaries between work and spare time are blurred.

Qualitative investigations, consisting of ethnographic studies in a carefully 
selected test group, are made to gain in-depth knowledge about working 
from home. When these findings are processed common user patterns 
and behaviours in relation to the workplace are discovered. Further, the 
priorities and needs that a home office brings are detected and the entire 
research analysis culminates into a clear project definition and a direction 
to proceed. 

The challenge is to design a desk for a workplace situated in a shared 
room in home environment where the user is working regularly. The con-
cept should both be based on the characteristic user patterns and needs 
that occur in home offices today, as well as contemporary living routines, 
trends and values.

The product development phase explores how the set up requirements 
can be met in a physical product and tests the concepts’ potential. It ends 
up in a final prototype of a desk where the content temporarily can be 
partly hidden. The desk is designed to encourage an organised behaviour 
and to offer many opportunities for structure and individual arrangements. 
Moreover, it separates and defines the two states of work and free time. 

Swedish Summary

Idag arbetar allt fler hemifrån; vi värdesätter ett avslappnat och personligt 
arbetssätt där flexibilitet och mobilitet är högst betydelsefullt. Ett hemma-
kontor medför dock många nya krav på arbetsplatsen. Konflikter uppstår 
ofta mellan estetiska och funktionella behov. Psykologiska faktorer så som 
disciplin eller avkoppling blir dessutom svårt att hantera när gränsen mel-
lan jobb och fritid flyter ihop.

För att få kunskap i, och förstå hur det är att arbeta hemifrån utförs kvalita-
tiva undersökningar bestående av etnologiska studier i en noga utvald test-
grupp. När iakttagelserna är analyserade kan de gemensamma rutiner och 
beteenden som uppkommer i samband med arbetsplatsen fastställas. De 
behov och prioriteringar som hemmakontoret medför upptäcks därmed 
och hela forskninsgs-fasen mynnar därefter ut i en tydlig definiering och 
riktning för projektet.

Utmaningen är att designa ett skrivbord för en arbetsplats placerad i ett 
delat rum i hemmet, där användaren arbetar regelbundet. Konceptet ska 
dels baseras på de specifika användarmönster och behov som uppstår i 
hemmakontor idag, dels på nutida livsstilar, trender och värderingar.

Produktutvecklings-fasen utforskar hur de uppställda kraven kan tillgo-
doses i en fysisk produkt och testar konceptens potential. Resultatet är 
en prototyp av ett skrivbord där innehållet delvis kan gömmas - tillfälligt. 
Skrivbordet är utvecklat för att uppmuntra användaren till ett organiserat 
beteende - det ger åtskilliga möjligheter till ett strukturerat upplägg och 
till personlig användning. Dessutom skiljer dess funktion på arbetstid och 
fritid. 



Preface

My ambition was to set up a project where I could spend a major part 
by exploring and pursuing qualitative research methods. Also to see how 
the findings of these field studies could work as a platform for innovative 
creations  - concepts that evolve into products, totally in response of the 
identified user patterns and behaviours. 

An interesting starting point was the workplace that more and more peo-
ple set up at home  - and of course, in particular, their owners.

The project was executed in 2011 and finilised with this report in 2016. 
The report is a documentation of the entire project. By browsing it shows 
representative snap-shots from the different stages in the process. The 
text paragraphs specifies each phase further. I hope you enjoy it.
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Starting 
Point

Introduction 

Today, an increasing number of people are working at home; people value 
a relaxed and individual work style where flexibility and mobility are of 
great importance. 

A home office generates several new requirements of a workplace, as con-
flicts often occur between the aesthetical and functional qualities. Psycho-
logical factors such as freedom and discipline are also difficult to handle 
when the boundaries between work and spare time are blurred.
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The Workplace -	in	Constant	Transformation

When looking at the transformation of how both the office environment 
and the workers lifestyle have changed over time radical changes can be 
recognised. The workplace has become something that no longer is obvi-
ously defined as an office; today people work from everywhere, and to a 
big extent at home. Parallel to this runs the trend of more and more peo-
ple moving in to the cities. This means that people live in smaller homes 
nowadays, which also contributes to other premises of the workplace.

From an historical approach has the traditional 9 to 5 office worker gradu-
ally been replaced by the independent, home-working self-employed. The 
increase of consultant and short-term employments in today’s society 
generates more job swapping and an increase of freelance workers. 

This trend goes hand in hand with a bigger understanding of an individual 
and flexible work style. Partly because independence and a strong per-
sonal identity are largely accepted, but also since the existing technology 
and communication today allows it. As both our habits and technology 
evolve, people’s ways of working are constantly in change - creating new 
requirements for a work space.

The workers lifestyle has made a dramatic change from strict and formal 
rules of an office employee towards a relaxed and free everyday life, where 
flexibility and mobility are of high importance. The business norms of eti-
quette and controlled behaviour have been influenced with a strong per-
sonal approach together with an enhanced corporate identity. 

Social environment, as well as contacts play a prominent role in the mod-
ern culture. The interior in many workplaces tend to take after the expres-
sion of home environments, while the number of established home offices 
constantly are increasing.

Hierarchy and status have historically been associated with the office en-
vironment. Status symbols such as a table lamp or placement of writing 
desk have clearly shown a worker’s position within the company. Similar 
behaviours take place today where products and brands many times are 
seen as a reflection of a worker’s personality and class.

The Home Office

The growing culture of home-working makes a work place in home envi-
ronment a relevant and interesting field to look into. Compared to a tradi-
tional office is a home office generating several other premises - conflicts 
often occur between aesthetical and functional qualities.

The importance of a nicely furnished home that reflects the owners identi-
ty is many times of bigger importance than a practical working place nowa-
days. A home is also a place that people want to keep clean from mess and 
work tools. At the same time the high demands of efficiency and mobility 
today put the practical aspect of the work space in focus. 

The home environment also brings new habits to the worker. Privacy or 
company, freedom and discipline can be difficult factors to handle depend-
ing on the situation.

12 13
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Conradsson, B. (1988) Kontorsfolket.	En	etnologisk	studie	av	livet	på	kontor.	Stockholm: Nordiska 
        Museet.

A picture from the book Kontorsfolket  - En etnologisk studie av livet på 
kontor (Conradsson, 1988) shows a traditional work space from the 1950s. 

Picture of a worker from the 2010s reflects the relaxed and individual work 
style that characterizes a modern home office.



Today’s Situation

An investigation done 2009 by the Swedish Work Environment Authority 
shows that 29% of the active workers in Sweden to some extent are work-
ing from home (Arbetsmiljöverket, 2010). 

The report specifies that the workload usually consists of a few hours per 
week, but also that one fifth of all active workers in Sweden are spending 
a few full days - up to full time at home.

Arbetsmiljöverket (2010) Arbetsmiljön	2009.	The	work	environment	2009. Stockholm: Statistiska Cen-
 tralbyrån. 17
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Initial
Project Definition
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Focus Area

The area in focus is people that have a somewhat permanent workplace in 
their apartment where they regularly do all, or part of their office hours. 

The nature of office work in the surroundings of a home is very individual 
to each worker and to his or hers specific home. The layout of the home 
office partly depends on the area where the work is performed, and partly 
on what kind of work that is done. What has to be considered is that these 
different conditions largely are connected and that each field naturally will 
interfere with each other.



Initial Brief

To develop and realise furniture for a somewhat permanent workplace in 
home environment, where the user is working regularly. 

The concept should be based on the characteristic user patterns that oc-
cur in home offices today.

DEMARCATIONS
In order to limit the research field from start is the project developed for 
people living in Scandinavia, with focus on Swedish cities. 

Project Planning 

The project covers 20 weeks. Since the initial brief has a fairly unclear out-
come distinct deadlines will be the key to staying motivated and to get 
guided throughout the process. In addition, the time plan has to take into 
account that unforeseen events can occur on both a personal and a pro-
fessional level.

The schedule covers the main stages of the project; the stages are then 
sectioned into detailed investigation areas as a framework for the whole 
process. The following page shows an overview of how much work each 
phase implies and when the scheduled meetings take place. 
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Ethnographic
Research

The purpose of the research phase is to get to know the end user designed 
for. The research should give insight in what a typical day looks like; show 
the general premises, obstacles and overall experiences. In this way, com-
mon routines and behaviours can be identified that later will reveal char-
acteristic user patterns. 

The expectation is to achieve a result where important fields are clarified 
and where interesting, promising areas to develop appears.

22 23
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Approach 

The research tools used in this project are chosen to gather as much infor-
mation as possible about the future users for the developed concept. The 
findings and processed information will then work as the entire base for 
the continuation of the project. It should strengthen the judgmental skills 
needed and help throughout all crucial episodes.

The essential part in design research is learning about the end users, also 
perceiving how they make use of and experience their surrounding envi-
ronment. According to Ireland (2003), designers who wants to reach and 
attract the customers for their work need to know the people for whom 
they design; nowadays designing requires a keen understanding of people, 
cultures and belief systems. He describes the research methods used to 
identifying, observing and interpreting human behaviours and attitudes 
toward design like a discipline in and of itself. A procedure requiring pa-
tience and an open attitude.

QUALITATIVE DESIGN RESEARCH
Qualitative design research could be seen as a suitable and effective tool 
to learn about the people who eventually will use a product. By listening 
to them, watching them, or experiencing their lives first hand it is possible 
to engage with the future consumers (Ireland, 2003).
 

ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDIES
Ethnography is a research approach that produces a detailed, in-depth ob-
servation of people’s behaviour, beliefs and preferences by watching and 
interacting with them in their natural environment. This can be performed 
using a field ethnography method where a person or a group of persons 
are observed by a researcher while they go about their normal lives. This is 
ideal in early exploratory stages when there is a need to know more about 
the people designed for. The information can be stored by using digital 
tools like digital cameras or technology to record (Ireland, 2003).

OBSERVATIONS
When examining these everyday interactions and discoveries about how 
people engage, adapt and make sense of their surroundings it directly 
shows how design plays in people’s lives. This can inspire new design op-
portunities and guide better solutions in several valuable ways.

Observations help to highlight problems. Also to discover what people 
need in a given context, hence the opportunities for design. It can trigger 
and inspire more flexible and enduring solutions. By using a focus on ac-
tion rather than things, observations help to break through limitations im-
posed by existing solutions and come up with innovations that better sup-
port people’s activities and experiences. By sharpen the awareness of how 
people respond to particular arrangements and elements these studies 
are revealing what people already do intuitively. Observation reveals what 
is happening, but it takes interpretation and speculation to understand 
why. This can help to sense and respond to people’s subjective emotional 
experiences. Good design is not just about function; the goal is to connect 
to users’ feelings and to promote positive emotions, a lot of this occurs at 
an unconscious level (Burroughs, Fulton Suri & IDEO, 2005).

Burroughs, A, Fulton Suri, J. & IDEO (2005) Thoughtless	acts?:	Observations	on	intuitive	design. San  
        Francisco: Chronicle Books.
Ireland, C. (2003) The changing role of research, Qualitative methods: From boring to brilliant. In: B  
        Laurel (eds.), Design	research.	Methods	and	perspectives (p. 22-29). Cambridge: The MIT Press.24
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Aim

This early stage in a project can be described as the “fuzzy front end” of 
development. It is when a project goes through the uncertainties of dis-
covering what to make, deciding whom to make it for, understanding why 
to make it, and defining the attributes for success. This is why the process 
and tools of design research are central to developing the necessary in-
sights for answering these substantial questions (Rhea, 2003).

The aim with the initial research phase is foremost to gain a bigger under-
standing of the current situation for people working from home. This will 
work as guidance for answering the above questions, defining the project 
and finally developing a suitable product.

Rhea, D. (2003) Bringing clarity to the “fuzzy front end”. In: B Laurel (eds.), Design	research.	Methods				
								and	perspectives	(p. 145). Cambridge: The MIT Press.

Method

EXECUTION
By investigating a small group thoroughly, with the purpose to get to know 
their everyday life situation and closely experience their workday, a quali-
tative design research can be performed. Through visits in the test group’s 
natural environment the researcher can be involved in the actual scene. 

First, the respondents are contacted, a date and time is scheduled and 
they get a brief description about the project and how the interview will 
be performed. They are also told to not clear up or change anything in 
their workplace prior to the meeting. During the interview the respond-
ent also has to fill out a simple form containing basic data about personal 
information, their work and living situation.

The test persons are being studied in their workplace while they are 
talking freely about their working experience and related areas. A semi- 
structured guide is used as help to cover the important areas to discuss. 
Through questions, conversations and observations the interview can be 
performed as detailed as possible.

The dialogue is documented via a sound recorder to simply save all infor-
mation and to make the procedure both relaxed and discrete. In addition 
photo documentations are used to capture the structure of the office, to-
gether with identified user patterns or routines.

27
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REFERENCE GROUP
The test group is residing in Swedish cities or suburbs. It is composed to 
create a diversity of characters when it comes to both living and work-
ing conditions. This generates a wide, general insight into the investigated 
areas. 

The group consists of seven persons with various space premises, work-
load, and organisational abilities. Along with a variety of ages, office quali-
ties and employments the different personalities, values and priorities will 
make the outcome trustworthy.

Reference	Group

Reference	Group	Qualities

28 29
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INVESTIGATED AREAS
Layout
What the office layout looks like and where it is located. Included furni-
ture or other parts and how everything is placed. Plus, how stuff is being 
moved around in connection to the workplace or at home. 

Usage
Information about both work space and workflow, such as how often the 
surface areas are used and to what. Also where specific tasks are done, 
how and why. The system of storage, including organisation, archiving and 
cycle of documents. The intended workflow and how it works in reality. 
Furthermore, what kind of things that are left visible, spread out and what 
things that are hidden, both during working hours and during free time. 
Another topic is recognised routines and work styles, also how work is 
connected to other activities. 

Mental	&	Social	Factors
Stress and discipline are important subjects since work and free time 
takes place in the same environment. How is focus or distraction handled? 
What happens during lunch or other breaks? How is the availability, partly 
caused by the modern technology, dealt with? In addition to this, social 
factors like family situation or work related meetings are closely connected 
to issues about tidiness or displaying the workplace to others.

Priorities
What does the respondent prioritise when planning for and obtaining the 
workplace? This area covers compromises that are made between aes-
thetics, functionality or other qualities. Moreover, what is prioritised dur-
ing the actual workday.

Reflections
Advantages and disadvantages of working at home. For example problem-
atic areas that might have potential to improve, or innovative dreams and 
wishes that the users have.

30 31

ethnographic research • method ethnographic research • method

INFORMATION TREATMENT
The gathered information is compiled, and then everything is analysed to 
get out relevant facts. Common patterns are identified, and then selected 
topics are examined in depth.

Afterwards an evaluation takes place, where conclusions of the important 
needs and problems are made. This will reveal opportunity areas where 
inspiration and new ideas can grow from. 

ADDITIONAL RESEARCH
Apart from the qualitative interviews, general observations of people and 
their working environment will be done. This will reveal typical behaviours 
related to office work that are relevant to the ongoing product develop-
ment process. The findings will continuously be analysed and used parallel 
to the concept development work.



Limitations

The qualities and dispersion of the test group is crucial in this project since 
the outcome of the research will work as a base for all decisions in the 
concept development. 

A question is if a test group containing seven persons can be diverse 
enough, further if statistics and conclusions can be drawn with a trustwor-
thy result. Another issue is weather the respondents can be relaxed and 
generous enough during the interview if they are questioned by a com-
plete stranger, or on the other hand, if a familiar person can be analysed 
objectively.

When doing this kind of research it is hard to know if the discussed top-
ics are something the respondents are sure about or if it actually works 
different in reality, hence the importance of doing observations. But their 
thoughts and reflections are still as valuable since that automatically be-
comes the end users’ opinions. The balance between these two sources is 
important to consider when analysing the information.
 
It is also hard to know if the respondents are showing everything related to 
their workplace or if they have cleaned beforehand anyway. Another fact 
is that a working environment constantly changes, takes different shapes 
and involves different tasks. To cover all possible subjects in one short 
meeting will be difficult, also to know what the most interesting topics are 
since the focus area will be decided later in the project. 

The fact that everyone has a personal work style, routine and circumstanc-
es of life has to be considered. It is important to capture specific situations 
and styles as well as taking into account that this is a project that should 
be developed for a bigger target group.  On the other hand can extreme 
tendencies make specific trends easier to detect. 

All the concerns mentioned here can of course never be fully prevented. A 
well thought through differentiated test group gives the best possible base 
and hopefully leads towards a comprehensive overview.

32
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The interviews resulted in a big quantity of facts. The most interesting and 
frequent findings are summarised into different categories below. By ana-
lysing this data it is transformed into statistics or other models to clarify 
the most relevant information from each area.

WHY WORK AT HOME
A common reason is that it is a simple and inexpensive alternative. Other 
factors can be the privacy or peace and quite that a home environment 
contributes to, which makes it easier to focus. Freedom is also generally a 
motive for working at home, particularly during breaks or when it comes 
to flexible office hours. 

POSITIVE ASPECTS
The positive reflections are first of all the reasons mentioned above, but 
also the possibility to work parallel to other household tasks or pleasure 
activities, and that the home conduce a homely atmosphere. 

NEGATIVE ASPECTS
A lot of times the working conditions at home are not as good as they 
should be. This could imply lack of surfaces or working space. But storage 
and organisation are generally the biggest problems; it is hard to have the 
same respect for structure at home.

The negative reflections from the respondents included a lot of mental 
factors. The stress and availability that the technology today contributes 
to are common issues. It is hard to define and separate working hours 
from free time. It can also be hard to fully relax during breaks when they 
take place at the same table, or in the same room. Everything happens in 
the same environment, where there are a lot of distractions. This makes 
it hard to focus, many other tasks at home can easily take over. For those 
who are living together with someone are distractions and discipline even 
more significant, the same thing happens during visits. It can also be dif-
ficult to get the same respect from for example relatives or friends when 
working from home. They may think that someone who works at home al-
ways is available and have time for other things. Another topic is the loneli-
ness that occurs at home, compared to working in a larger office building 
with several colleagues.

Cons

Pros

Why

34 35
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PRIORITIES
People prioritise different when planning for a workplace at home. Few 
might think a practical office with good functional qualities is the most 
important. A lot of people on the other hand prefer to get a workplace that 
is adjusted to the environment and the interiors at home. Appearance, a 
homely style and placement is in this case often crucial factors. Quality and 
a personal imprint are also features that often get high priority. 

During a workday, the capacity to find things is definitely most important. 
Also to easily get an overview over everything ongoing. In addition, space 
and storage opportunities are always important factors too.

WISHES
A majority wishes they had more space and surface area in the workplace. 
Storage and organisational possibilities are central areas to improve as 
well. Everyone wish to have a better system for structure, which is motivat-
ing and simple. They want the work space to be easier to clear up, at the 
same time to be visible and to provide better overview. In this case there is 
also a demand that the solution looks good and fit with the other interiors. 
Other fields to improve are the ability to focus, to stay motivated and to 
effectively get things done.

Priorities

36 37
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TYPICAL ROUTINES & TENDENCIES
Since the work space is placed at home it is often seen as the only place 
where it is approved to put papers and other stuff on. People want the re-
maining home to be clean from these things. Most of the times this leads 
to that the desk also is filled up with plenty of other stuff when a workday 
starts. In this case, most people are not going to clear up the workplace 
before they start. Instead they will probably sit down somewhere else, or 
move around at home. Among other tings, this will result in an inconven-
ient working position, a disturbed workflow and no separation between 
work related items and personal things.

In general, the home environment situation gives the workplace low pri-
ority. People often want to hide office related stuff, which results in that 
office products seldom are bought. They generally want to use existing 
interiors as office furniture to camouflage it. The consequence is poor 
structure and storage possibilities, which makes the condition even worse 
- where should everything then be placed or hidden? It becomes a chaotic 
and inconvenient situation. 



In contrary to this several people like to display specific products in con-
nection to the work space, with the purpose to define and show off their 
identity.

New and clean temporary work space is always needed. People use the 
nearest possible free surface to outspread office related stuff all the time. 
This means that a clean area most likely immediately is filled up with stuff. 



Overview is something that is really important. Everything that is some-
what current work needs to be in front of the user, clearly visible and ac-
cessible. A lot of times are these documents chaotically scattered over a 
big area. Sometimes even sorted into categorised piles, lined up or messy. 
These papers get moved around a lot, which constantly changes the shape 
of the overview. 

It is only the areas that frequently are used that stay somewhat organised 
or clean. 

People are experts when it comes to making things visible. Things that are 
urgent or have to be remembered are displayed with different methods; 
the tasks are sometimes even categorised.



As soon as a compartment or a space gets closed, hidden or less accessible 
it is most of the times turned into a disorganised mess. People generally do 
not care about the things that they normally do not see, or others never 
see. The compartments used for storage are typically only organised in 
“chronological order”.

Mixed stuff, not related to office work, are a lot of times associated with 
the office space and placed in a drawer connected to the desk. This can be 
things like chargers, wallets, cosmetics, letters, photos or phones.



When people do not find a specific place for things during the actual work-
day it tends to end up in piles somewhere, on the desk, on the floor, in 
cabinets. As soon as a pile is created it will most likely grow and the routine 
for throwing or sorting is rarely learned. A lot of the content is saved for a 
reason but later never used.

When the work space is placed in a shared room and visible to family 
members many users feel forced to clear up the workplace after every 
workday, or before visits. Unfortunately, ongoing work might then be inter-
rupted and the overview and layout of current work lost. This affects both 
the efficiency of the work, and the user’s focus.

On the other hand, an affective tool used to increase focus is to regular-
ly clear up the work space and to only keep ongoing documents visible. 
Though, it is essential that this procedure occurs at an appropriate mo-
ment.



ANALYSIS - STORAGE CYCLE & WORKFLOW
After each interview a detailed map were constructed that summarised 
the entire workflow; in terms of storage, used areas and cycle of docu-
ments.

Despite the significant differences in the test group’s office spaces was a 
clear pattern discovered that can be applied to all cases. It turns out that 
routines and behaviours when it comes to structure and the organisational 
layout of the office essentially follows a common pattern. 

48
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Storage types and their distinctive placement are listed below. Also the 
needs and opportunities for improvement that can be linked to each area.

Current Work
For instance computer, documents, calendar, phone. Needs a lot of free 
space. Placed visible, close to the user.

Urgent
Visible placement. Attention important. Preferably placed away from work 
surface.

Temporary	Work
Requires to be accessible and easy to overview. Often a chaotic appear-
ance scattered over a big area on the desk. Moved around a lot. Needs 
easy sorting and organisational possibilities, preferably placed away from 
work surface.

Temporary	Work	-	Piles
Same properties and needs as temporary work. Piled up when quickly or-
ganising the work space, for example before visits or at the end of a work-
day. Often placed on one side of the desk. These documents are some-
times continuously filed and categorised within this pile, yet sometimes 
completely chaotic.

To	be	Filed	-	Piles
Already processed documents. Often placed visible on one side or in the 
back of the desk. Stays in one place, grows and grows.  Preferably placed 
away form work surface.

“Should”	be	Done	-	Piles
Not dealt with. But not urgent. Placement varies. Stays in one place, grows 
and grows.

Filed
Sorted and categorised. Placed fairly close. Needs simple organisational 
possibilities.

Archived
Last step. Often positioned far away. Needs simple organisational possibili-
ties.

Storage	Used	Frequently
Private stuff, associated with office area. Usually a closed drawer. Gets 
messy.

Storage	Used	Rarely
Often office related objects, for example supplies, accessories. Usually a 
closed drawer or a drawer unit.
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ANALYSIS - USE OF WORK SPACE
Furthermore, a general map over the frequency of used areas in connec-
tion to the desk was made. It shows how often each section are being used 
and to what. 

Frequently
The area closest to the user is naturally used for the ongoing work. Urgent 
notes or things to remember are often placed here as well. 

Occasionally
The area in the back of the desk is generally filled up with scattered docu-
ments or used for temporary piles or storage. 

If there is a drawer unit under the desk the area on top will naturally be-
come a space that is filled up with piles of documents or other stuff. 

Rarely
What also happens when a closed drawer or shelf unit is used is that the 
back corner on top of it will be difficult to reach and consequently rarely 
used. Both this area and the space inside the drawers are most definitely 
filled up with stuff that almost never are being used.
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Reflections

It is a huge difference between experienced and inexperienced workers, 
younger and older people and so forth. In the end the aim is to create 
something that fits a bigger mass, but at the same time touches and takes 
into account the extreme characters.

The research gave me the insight that people are experts in finding new 
innovative ways of using existing products themselves. Also that people 
need this kind of personal freedom in their life when they are using prod-
ucts in their surroundings. 

It is always hard to decide beforehand how a product should be used. If 
that is the aim it has to be communicated in a flawless way. Besides, it is 
particularly hard or almost impossible to change a set behaviour. A new, 
better way of using a product or living in an environment has to be care-
fully “sneaked” into the user’s routines. This can be done by encouraging 
a specific manner, or by offering a lot of usage possibilities that leads the 
user into new ways of using it. 

The developed product has to be trustworthy, and not too far from the ini-
tial behaviour, so that the user feels safe and calm when using it. It needs 
to be a solution that is accepted in the first place, but also something that 
makes the user curious and motivated to try it. It is important to not force 
a lot of new or complicated functions into the product.

Evaluation & Synthesis

AREAS OF OPPORTUNITY
Three areas possess strong potential to improve. Number one is the work 
space and surface area that can be made more useful. The second field is 
organisation and structure that in the present situation works rather bad. 
The last one covers mental factors like stress, distractions, focus, routines 
or motivation.
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DEFINING THE AREA
By defining both target group and product type the project will be able to 
proceed in a clear direction.

The most relevant and interesting target group is people for which the big-
gest collisions and problematic situations arise. The target group in mind 
are users that have placed their workplace in a shared room, and not in 
a separate office room. They often use a desk or another table as work 
space. Storage and other associated office products are usually integrated 
in the other interiors at home. 

This group is especially motivating to work with because their workplac-
es are clearly visible to others and have to be mixed and integrated with 
the remaining interiors. This puts every situation, issue and routine to ex-
tremes. The three areas of opportunity; mental factors, organisation and 
space becomes essential. Compromises constantly arise between aesthet-
ical qualities and the functional or practical. Moreover, a product devel-
oped to an extreme situation will definitely fit other users as well. 

A suitable product to develop for this group is a desk. A desk is basically 
what most often is associated with a workplace, plus, other products are 
not as visible, hence not as intriguing to develop. The desk is the firs step 
of the organisational system in the office, also where the majority of the 
actual workday takes place. This creates several possibilities, via a new and 
innovative product, to infect the users with some structured behaviours 
and routines.

A multi-functional office furniture would not fit for this environment, it 
works better in a separate office room. People generally do not like their 
interiors to express a lot of functions; they prefer simple, sculptural furni-
ture, communicating high quality. One problem is that some of these peo-
ple rather use an existing table at home. This is obviously not as practical or 
effective as a genuine and practical desk, which makes this an even more 
motivating field to elaborate something for. Hopefully, a desk developed 
for this target group will both provide better working and living conditions.

Elements	of	the	Work	Space
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Project 
Definition
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Vision

The overall aim is to improve the conditions and everyday experience for 
people that are working at home. Further, to get the home office more 
popular and accepted in the society.

On a more direct level is the goal to provide a practical desk that people 
want to show in their home environment. The ambition is to create an 
effective work space that improves workflow and inspires to an organised 
behaviour. In turn, this brings focus, discipline and motivation to the user.



Target Group

The target group for this product is not a specific person, rather a behav-
iour or a way of living and working. It is therefore more relevant to define 
what this person values in his or her life. 

A rather extreme audience is in this case most intriguing to study because 
it enhances and clarifies the important factors of the subject. 

The users rate an active career, efficiency and a functional work space 
high. They follow contemporary trends both when it comes to career and 
style. They value high quality in products, along with appearance and a 
personal identity.

Brief

To design and realise a desk for a workplace situated in a shared room 
in home environment, where the user is working regularly. The concept 
should both be based on the characteristic user patterns and needs that 
occur in home offices today, as well as contemporary living routines, 
trends and values.

DEMARCATIONS
Since the target group prefers high quality products it is ok if the product 
is delivered assembled and not adjusted to flat packaging or self-disas-
sembling. 

The research resulted in a mass of needs and work styles to consider, but 
focus will be on the vital areas that are picked out. The aim is to make a 
product that works as a base for self-invention, but all possible user needs 
do not have to be covered. 

The result will only focus on a desk and not accessories like illumination 
or storage, one reason is the tight time schedule. Choices and priorities 
of functions are continuously made and will be motivated throughout the 
process.

The project will be developed for people living in Scandinavia, with focus 
on Swedish cities. 
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Market Positioning 

The market is basically dominated by two different categories of desks 
used for home environment. Partly, tables in general, adapted to the inte-
rior at home. On the other side of the spectrum we find functional office 
systems, made for offices but also applicable for home environment. The 
first category is lacking functional and ergonomical properties. The second 
group often fulfills the users’ practical and ergonomical needs but is aes-
thetically not accepted for the target group in question. 

At first glance, a successful strategy would be to position the new product 
in the middle of the spectrum, creating a synergy of both homely and func-
tional properties. But, products like this already exist and they often turn 
out to be a poor compromise of the two qualities. These products are not 
trendy enough to be welcome in a home environment. Besides, the usabil-
ity is not accepted for office work, which means the user would prefer to 
buy a product from the homely category to get at least one need satisfied.

Thus, the challenge is to develop a desk that meets the demands of con-
temporary trends, and at the same time offer many opportunities for 
structure and practical solutions. Consequently, the aim is to try and place 
this product on both ends of the spectra at the same time by fulfilling all 
needs - visually and functionally.
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Trend 
Research

Aim & Approach

The overall aim with the second research phase is to get insight in what 
kind of contemporary interiors people want to buy nowadays. Typical 
features, shapes, materials and constructions. In general, find out what 
trends that dominate the market. 

The research is done by analysing different forums where furniture are 
displayed. For example furniture fairs, stores, magazines or blogs. In this 
way a general overview can be obtained.

The findings will later work as both inspiration and as a framework when 
making decisions during the product development process.
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Method & Limitations

The essential part of the research consists of a field trip to Stockholm 
Furniture Fair. This fair is the worlds most extensive furniture fair when it 
comes to Scandinavian design.  Hence, it can be considered as enough to 
cover any additional forums. Yet, this research will also be supplemented 
with inspirational explorations at contemporary design blogs online.

At the fair, an in depth form analysis takes place. Everything is documented 
with photos that later can be further analysed.

Consideration must be given to the fact that it is a difference in what peo-
ple want and what they actually buy. But, to follow the extreme trends are 
usually this target group’s intention. 

Findings & Analysis

Simple, detailed and thorough shapes are typical appearances in to-
day’s designs. The objects are expressing a strict, clear and uncluttered 
idiom with elements of rural, traditional and classic forms. The materials 
are dominated by true wood in combination with details in brass, fabric, 
leather or painted steel. Characteristic shapes are thin and straight lines 
combined into light forms. Twisted shapes or details that creates a playful, 
funny and funky look are also recognised. A visible construction and clear 
attachments are popular, often built up with simple wooden sticks that 
creates a graphical structure.
 
In addition, there is an attempt to create something iconic where the user 
has the ability to contribute with a personal touch. In this case, the pur-
pose is also often to make it look like the personal operation is made by 
accident when it in reality is well thought through. Open constructions or 
open storage are also popular, where the content influence the appear-
ance of the piece.

Evaluation & Synthesis

A conclusion is that the product should strive to be as simple and intuitive 
as possible. Direct shapes where form follows function is wanted. Com-
pared to the original drawer unit- setup it should have no to little storage 
and instead focus on an open structure where the content is exposed. The 
construction should strive to be light and visible, but still convey a tradi-
tional look.

Flexibility and personal freedom is important- where the user can create 
the expression of an active work space.
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Function
Analysis

The function analysis follows the elaborated project definition and is 
based on the outcome from both the ethnological and the trend oriented 
research.  It clarifies the main function as well as necessary and desired 
properties in order to create a successful product. It also incorporates gen-
eral preferences regarding production. The qualities are listed in alphabeti-

cal order within each category. 

70 71

function analysis 



USAGE QUALITIES

Main	Function
provide   work space

Necessary	Functions
attract  target group 
avoid   closed units
be   intuitive
  manageable
  safe
  understandable
encourage  structured behaviour
facilitate  efficient work style
  focus ability
  individual work style
make   content visible
provide   document overview 
  easy access to work stuff 
  ergonomic usage 
  free work surface 
  functional usage
  organisational possibilities
  highlighting methods
   usage flexibility
  visible placement possibilities

Desired	Functions
be  innovative
  inviting
  trendsetter 
beautify  mess
encourage  self-invention
facilitate   clean-up
  discipline ability
  motivation ability
  work day start-up 
provide   categorising options
  peaceful working environment
  personal influence opportunities
  separation from home environment
  separation of work and free time
  visible storage possibilities
reduce   storage capacity

CONSTRUCTION QUALITIES

Necessary	Functions
allow  montage 
be  durable
  high quality
  produceable
  stable
follow  standard dimensions
 

Desired	Functions
be  environmentally sustainable 
facilitate  packaging
  production
  transport 

AESTHETIC QUALITIES

Necessary	Functions
express   active work space 
  distinct shapes
  high quality
  lightness
  simplicity
look  contemporary
  homely
  neat
  reliable
possess   graphical structure
  true materials
  visible construction

Desired	Functions
express  playfulness
  user identity
look   classic 
  sculptural
  traditional
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Concept 
Development

Method

The built-up knowledge from the research phase will be used to analyse ideas 
and to discover opportunities. The function analysis specifies the product’s 
needs and is used as a guide throughout the development process. The aim in 
this phase is to create a product that fulfils these needs accordingly.

A  list with key questions is set up in order to create a clear starting-point for 
the idea generation. A wide approach is used in the creative phase to prevent 
that areas with potential is overlooked. A few basic concepts is picked out and 
combined into attractive mixes that later can be visualised in simple tests. The 
user tests give a direct response and clearly show where potential lies. Finally, 
the winning concept is fully developed and realised into a prototype. 

A few breaks are made throughout the process so that the concepts can be 
questioned and indirectly processed and analysed by me. 
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KEY QUESTIONS
• How can the workplace be practical and ergonomic without including a 
lot of functions that are seen as disturbing in home environment? 

• How can storage or documents be visible in an attractive way? The ma-
jority of the storage space needs to be visible since hidden compartments 
rarely work.

• How can overview be achieved in different ways? The goal is to use the 
work space efficiently to gain as much free space and accessibility as pos-
sible. The ability to find and keep track of things is an essential subject to 
consider.

• How can the product be made intuitive and motivating? The intention 
is to make a simple and flexible system that stimulates many work styles 
and personalities, that also encourages an organised behaviour. In this way 
focus and efficiency can hopefully be maintained.

• How can the psychological factors arising from the collision of work and 
leisure time be incorporated in the product?

STRATEGY
A conclusion is that there are three ways to tackle this starting point. One 
way is to develop a product that encourages a structured behaviour and 
provides simple possibilities for this, which in turn makes the workplace 
look clean. Another potential method is to create something that makes 
the mess look beautiful and acceptable to show at home. The third ap-
proach is to make a product that temporary can hide the mess.
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Idea Generation & Explorations





Interesting concepts that emerge in the idea generation are developed 
further into simple mock-ups, with the aim to find one or a few promising 
qualities that work in reality.  The user tests focus on different methods to 
define fields for organisation in the work space, how to create an overview 
of work material and how to offer free work space.
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The test model with an angled surface in the back clearly stands out as 
a winning concept. It shows many flexible qualities where things can be 
arranged and leaned towards the surface or hanged over the edge. The 
design is popular because it frames the surface area well and allows the 
user to push away work material forward. Plus, this is already a behaviour 
that people have, since that area in the back rarely is used for anything but 
storage space. By using a product with this layout this behaviour can be 
transformed into something positive. The angled surface makes the con-
tent clearly visible which at the same time forces and stimulates a struc-
tured routine.
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Analysis, Evaluation & Synthesis

When analysing and questioning this concept some critical topics emerge. 
An essential question is if a solution like this would be acceptable to show 
at home. Even if documents and other parts on the desk are arranged well 
everything will be visible. If the user has to clear up the work space every 
day anyway, the success of this system is lost. The goal is to incorporate 
the psychological factors like focus and stress, together with efficiency and 
good organisation, otherwise the situation is back on square one. It is also 
important that the appearance of the whole unit interacts well with the 
remaining home and creates harmony.

It turns out that visibility of work material is the key to a successful work-
flow - but at the same time the main problem. 

The optimal solution would be to make the workplace possible to hide 
temporary. If so, the working environment would still have to be partly 
visible, otherwise everything would get messy again. Done well this idea 
could be created into a desirable piece of furniture that people want to 
have at home, plus, cover all three of the initial opportunity areas; support 
orderliness, and in this way provide free work space and help to improve 
focus and motivation.
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Concept Proposal

The traditional secretaire comes to mind when thinking about hiding the 
work space.  Historically the secretaire has been associated with the home 
office in an iconic way. It has worked both as functional office furniture but 
also as a homely interior. Something equivalent to this product is some-
how missing today. The classic secretaire is not as popular and frequently 
used anymore, why is that?

People’s way of living and working have changed over the years, so have 
the conditions and needs for a work space at home. As mentioned earlier, 
the office world does not look the same with its rapid changes regarding 
structure and technology. Routines and needs are constantly shifting. The 
same applies to the places people are living and working in today, where 
the offices more often are integrated in rooms with a different purpose. 
The trends of interiors and style are also continuously changing, so does 
the need to express particular things in an office environment at home.

An obvious advantage that the secretaire contributes to is the transforma-
tion between an office and a sculptural piece. This simply defines the two 
states of work and free time. In addition, it adds the benefit of leaving all 
work material unmodified until next workday, since it is hidden. The tradi-
tional secretaire also offers privacy along with a lot of storage.

A variant of a contemporary secretaire  - where the distinctive behaviours, 
lifestyles and needs in today’s society are taken into account - is something 
intriguing to develop. So, how can the “angled surface concept” be com-
bined into an open work space that temporarily can be closed?
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By using the front part of the table-top to close the workplace no extra 
parts are required. The front part can fold up and stop in a position paral-
lel to the angled surface. Together they form an enclosed area that partly 
covers the work space mainly from the front, which is the direction with 
most insight. A concept like this also hints at the properties in a secretaire.

The act of closing and opening the work space will give the product two 
distinct roles. Where one hides the mess, looks homely and saves space. 
The other one becomes a practical work desk with the advantages of easy 
access, overview and free space. 

Closing the desk also causes a need of clearing up the front surface, which 
hopefully can contribute to a better arrangement of the work space. A 
positive result is that when the secretaire opens that surface will always 
be a free space.

To frame the product even more and make it uniform a separate rail is 
added to connect the shapes, this also indicates sides. The rail works as a 
continuation of the angled surface in the back, to give it the right height 
and at the same time give the product a lighter expression. It also offers 
several functional possibilities to the user who can use it to hang or to put 
up things against it. At the same time it is used for stability and as support 
for the folded table-top.

Additional features like shelves or drawers are excluded from the concept 
to enable everything to stay simple and visible, with no closed areas. 

An early mock-up aims to estimate potential in the concept and to get 
trustworthy feedback from other people. This guides the development 
process further and provides better insight in dimensions and size, which 
also later will be tested in prototypes that establish the overall measure-
ments.

90

concept development • concept proposal 

Early Prototype



The Concept

Early Prototype



REFLECTIONS
The elaborated concept makes the product open from above and from 
both sides. This will contribute to an active appearance that the user per-
sonally can influence. The opportunities for structure and an individual 
work styles are many, created by the angled surface along with the rail.

A doubtful scenario is if things will be thrown into the closed work space 
anyway and create a mess. Or if the hidden area will be chaotic when the 
user folds up the front piece. However, the front piece is rather narrow and 
mainly used together with the main board, which will contain most of the 
stuff. This concept may also be more motivating to keep clean since the 
user has to clear up a bit before the front piece folds up.

Another question is how it will look if the user for example places a sta-
tionary computer screen or a lamp on the desk. In this case the product 
will not be customised to these exact needs. But as mentioned before the 
target group will probably use existing light sources at home since the desk 
is placed in a mixed room and these people are almost certainly using lap-
tops a lot of time.

A main area to reflect on is if the concept should include a solution that 
manages all the cords related to the workplace. When considering the 
analysed behaviours from the research, the context this product will be in, 
and the target group the answer is- no. First of all this product is placed in 
a room where all other cords most likely already are taken care of. If there 
is a permanent lamp placed next to the work space this will probably have 
its own cord solution already. But what about the products used on the 
actual work space? Lap-tops and such products are in this target group 
moved around a lot at home; this contributes to a constant switching be-
tween sockets. This fact, combined with the lazy behaviour of always tak-
ing the easiest way out, the users will use whatever socket they find close 
to the workstation. If a really smart solution were placed on the desk it 
would probably be used, but the question is if there is a big enough need 
for it in this context. A good result is hard to achieve, plus, extra functions 
make the product more complex and in that way not as desirable in home 
environment.
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Critical Areas

A general struggle is around the balance between a simple and proper 
desk, a functional workplace, and the risk of creating something too com-
plex for home environment. 

STABILITY & DIMENSIONS
Stability and dimensions are areas where the relation between all parts 
plays a prominent role. The dimensions of each of the table-top boards 
are closely connected. The depth of the whole table needs to be adjusted 
to the usage of the angled surface in the back. The depth of the fixed main 
board also needs to be big enough to store things like piles of documents 
or a computer. In addition, the front board needs to be in the right height 
and angle when it is placed upright, to match the surface in the back. One 
difficulty is the angle of the front board in its upright position, partly it 
needs to be adjusted to prevent that it easily falls back down, and partly 
to how much insight there should be when the desk is closed. All in all, to 
achieve a balance between all these elements is essential.

The size of the desk is a vital factor that will decide if it develops into a 
stable and functional workplace, that also is appealing to place in a shared 
room at home. 

Regarding the placement of the legs, it is important to create a frame like 
structure that can hold the forces from the foldable board. The exact an-
gles of the legs and the contact areas with table-top and rail are crucial for 
stability and expression of the product. 

RAIL FORMATION
The challenge with the rail formation is to make this into a practical detail 
that adds stability to the product, at the same time as it adds aesthetical 
and iconical qualities and creates a whole. Choices of material and shape, 
and the balance between a classic and a modern look are important.

The rail needs to be stable when the front board is resting against it or 
when things are leaned towards or hanged over the edge. At the same 
time it needs to be a useful feature and not look too heavy. The relation to 
the other parts it is also important to make the rail look well integrated in 
the product and not like something extra attached. 

The aim is to make the appearance of the desk look neat and uniform, 
both closed and open, also that the rail works as the detail that binds eve-
rything together.
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FRONT BOARD
The mechanism to support the front board in its open position can either 
be a complex and mechanical solution or something basic and manual. 
The goal is that the act of using the support and folding down the table 
top is as simple and intuitive as possible, but stability and durability are the 
defining factors. 

Solutions including large and visible mounted fittings are immediately ex-
cluded since these would interfere with the rail formation and appear too 
functional.

By adding a supportive edge that bulges out along the folding point, to-
gether with two strong integrated hinges the front board will be safe in 
place and possible to simply fold up and down.

An alternative is to create a support that is pulled out from underneath 
the table top, in combination with integrated hinges. The pull out support 
mechanism consists of a basic frame, to keep the simplicity in the concept. 
This has the advantage of looking completely smooth in its closed position, 
and it can take stronger forces during usage. It also contributes to a tra-
ditional expression. The disadvantage is that this requires one extra move 
- to first pull out the support, and then fold down the front board. Plus, if 
you forget to pull out the frame first the integrated hinges will be the only 
support and they need to be able to handle that.

Knowledge about hinges and inspiration from withdrawable supports are 
gained by visiting supply stores with furniture fittings. It turns out that 
there are strong hinges on the market suitable for the first construction, 
but they are out of stock and nowhere to be found. This means that for the 
project to end up in a working prototype the second construction with a 
pull-out support is chosen. However, a decision to proceed with the with-
drawable support does not dismiss the possibility of developing the other 
concept in an updated, improved version in the future.

Another question is if it is possible to include resistance in the folding 
movement. Though, since this would involve visible fittings it is not consid-
ered as a necessity. But, inlays with magnets are possible to add in the cor-
ners of the front board, to additionally secure the board against a metallic 

rail when the desk is closed.
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Realisation
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MEASUREMENTS
The main measurements of the product, such as height and width, are 
adapted to existing standards. This promotes for a modular system with 
other interiors at home. The depth however is adapted to the specific us-
age situation together with the results from the ethnographic studies.
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ASSEMBLY
The assembly aims to create one balanced unit that communicates a clear 
identity. The placement of legs, and horizontal support legs, in relation 
to each other are selected to both create an impression of stability and 
direction in the furniture. The construction also focuses on a light, framed 
structure that holds up the product. Shapes and dimensions are chosen 
to be as similar to each other as possible, furthermore to create a classic 
look.

The attachment between the wooden legs and the rail is shaped like a wye 
and fastened with screws. This keeps the whole curve of the rail visible 
and makes the connections clear. The legs are attached with dowels, creat-
ing one standing unit together with the metallic frame. Further, are the 
boards and the supportive oak frame assembled separately, with dowels 
and screws, and step by step mounted into the leg construction.

MATERIALS
The chosen materials  - oak and white powder coated steel  - are selected 
with inspiration from the trend research. Moreover, the oak gives the desk 
a homely, traditional and durable look, and the metal rail offers countless 
possibilities of usage. Painted white the rail blends in beautifully with other 
interiors and contributes to a light expression. Plus, the contrast between 
the two materials highlights the functional characteristics of the piece.

All oak parts are made out of the same proportions; the legs only vary in 
length and the boards in width.
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Production	of	Final	Prototype
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Assembly	Step	by	Step



Result
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The product is developed to answer the needs of people that are work-
ing from home; it is based on the distinct conditions that a contemporary 
home office brings. Compared to other desks for home use on the market 
it takes into account peoples actual work styles and habits in home envi-
ronment.
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In Use

The desk functions in two ways. When open, it acts as a functional work-
place that provides easy access and overview of several documents at the 
same time. When closed, it partly hides the workplace and blends in with 
the surrounding interiors. These two positions give the advantage of leav-
ing all work untouched until the next work session. Moreover, it separates 
and defines the two states of work and free time. 

By offering many opportunities for structure and individual arrangements 
it aims to encourage an organised behaviour. Placed in any room at home, 
the layout contributes to an active appearance that the user personally 
can influence.

The physical act of opening and closing the work space helps the user to 
feel some distance to the work after closing. The front board also creates 
free space for the ongoing work when the work session starts.
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Qualities

GROOVE
In combination with the angled surface in the back a groove is added to 
facilitate usage when leaning things against this area. This detail also works 
as a place where the user can put other things, such as pencils.

UNDER-STRUCTURE
A supportive frame is attached underneath the table-top, for stability. The 
withdrawable frame is placed in the centre of the table-top, accessible 
from front. The frame is completely made out of wood and gives the fur-
niture a traditional touch. The withdrawable frame is manoeuvrable with 
one hand, it stops when reaching the right length.
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FURNISHING
Obviously, the product is space saving and works for that purpose but it is 
also possible to place it in the middle of a room since the back side of the 
desk is ok to show as well.

The back legs are placed to reach the ground further back than the rail. 
This creates a space behind the rail and prevents the desk from being 
placed completely against the wall. In this way, the hanging function on 
the rail is never compromised, plus, this spacing from the wall gives a bet-
ter appearance to the whole furniture.
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Degree Exhibition

131131
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Life-Span

The desk is preferably produced locally, in Sweden. The production meth-
ods needed are first of all standard wooden techniques for the oak parts. 
The rail however needs bending machines and some welding, then pow-
der coating.

The parts are mounted by the supplier and delivered to the store, pur-
chased fully assembled. It is branded as a high-end product and sold by a 
contemporary interior design store.

Once at home, this high quality product lasts a long time. It is durable, use-
ful, possesses a simple appearance and connects to the user on a personal 
level through its characteristic usage capacity.

In the event of recycling are the two materials simply separated by un-
screwing the metallic rail from the wooden parts.
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