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Seating 

External Seating 
Seating is a very important 

element.  Some people use it 

to rest, some to chat as the 

above photograph shows and 

others as a place to sunbathe 

or perch on the end.   

In the UK we have an ageing 

population; 11 million people 

aged 65 or over and this fig-

ure is projected to rise by 

about 50% over the next 15 

years .¹  There are already 

2.97 million people aged 80 

or over and 1.2 million aged 

90 or over. ² 

There are also millions living  

with a limiting long term ill-

ness, impairment or mobili-

ty difficulty.  The most com-

monly reported impairments 

are those that affect mobility, 

lifting or carrying.  The preva-

lence of disability rises with 

age; around 6% of children 

are disabled compared to 

16% of working age adults 

and 45% of adults over State 

Pension age. ¹ 

Back pain is the most com-

mon type of physical pain 

affecting 180,000 men and 

390,000 women aged 80+.  

Knees are the second most 

common with over 370,000 

women and 126,000 men 

aged 80+ suffering from pain.³ 

Improving the built environ-

ment can encourage older 

people to walk, cycle and ex-

ercise.  Placing appropriate 

seating within outdoor areas 

may enable and encourage 

exercise.   

Older people may be put off 

walking due to a lack of 

seating knowing that they 

cannot rest if they need to.  

Individuals with short stamina 

benefit greatly from seating 

and rest areas. 



General 

There is a plethora of guidance on seating 

available to designers, however the consen-

sus is that seating and or resting points 

should be sited at no more than 50m apart.   

The choice of seating is just as important 

and the following will give an idea of good 

and bad points in seating styles. 

 

Placement 

The access route to the seating area is just 

as important as the seating design.  In this 

example the access route is chipped which is 

not ideal for wheels and there is no space at 

either side for a wheelchair user or a child in 

a buggy for example.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Choice 

If there is a general seating area it is good 

practice to provide a mixture of different 

seating styles that offers choice and flexi-

bility.  For example with and without arms 

and at different heights. 

 

Height 

Where possible seats should be provided 

in a range of heights; 470mm to 480mm 

for fixed seating or for perch seating this 

should be between 650mm and 800mm. 

Contrast 

In order for people with impaired vision to 

identify the seating, either for sitting on or 

avoiding, the seating should contrast in col-

our with the surrounding area.  In the fol-

lowing example the bench style is not easily 

indefinable, and would not suit individuals 

who required an arm or back rest.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

The following example provides a choice; 

with a backrest (but no armrest), contrasts 

with the surroundings and also provides 

space for others to sit alongside.   
 

 



Materials 

When considering the materials for seating,  

consideration should be given to whether or 

not the material will be cold or hot to 

touch—depending upon the weather.   

 

Arm and Backrests 

As we age, the provision of arm rests and 

back rests is important and can mean the 

difference between someone being able to 

use the seat or not.   Research from I’DGO 4 

has shown that many people prefer a 

backrest and if possible an armrest. 

 

In the example below, the seat contrasts 

with the surrounding surfaces and also 

offers a choice in terms of back and arm 

rests and also provides plenty of space 

around the entire bench for assistance dogs, 

buggies, wheelchairs, scooters etc.   

 

If arm  rests are to be provided the arm rests 

should be provided at approximately 

200mm above the seat level 5 

 1    National Population Projections 2012, Office 

 for National Statistics 2013 

2    ONS 2012 based population projections 

Different Designs 

In any scheme, designers should be able to 

provide seating that is functional but can al-

so be used by a variety of people; irrespec-

tive of their circumstance.  The picture be-

low allows for that; contrasts with the sur-

rounding area, has a form of back and arm-

rest and also has space around the seat.  Alt-

hough the design would not strictly meet 

design guidance this seat will offer a choice 

for someone.  In this scheme there are other 

choices of designs for people to choose from 

nearby. 

Conclusion  

 Offer flexibility / choice 

 Allow space around the bench 

 Offer choice of arm / back rests 

 Site benches on an accessible route 

 Allow for colour contrast 

 Can anyone use the seat—irrespective    

of their circumstance? 

 

 

 
3    80 At Eighty an ILC-UK Factpack 2015 

4 I’DGO The Design of Streets with Older People In 

Mind Design Guide 001 Seating 

5 Olympic Delivery Authority Inclusive Design  

Standards 


