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Choosing a rise and recliner chair 
 

A quick guide to understanding the basics of rise and recline chairs, written by Frances Leckie, 

editor of the Independent Living website. 
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Rise and recliner chairs – what you need to know 

 
Are you sitting comfortably? 
 
For anyone who struggles to get up or sit down, an electric rise and recliner can make a 
great deal of difference. 
 
They come in many different shapes and sizes, with different features, so it’s important 
to do some research before buying. 
 
For anyone who has complex needs, very reduced mobility and/or postural difficulties, 
please view our specialist seating area. 
 
Keep reading for the essentials on choosing a rise and recliner. 
 
 
Single motor or dual motor? 
 

The first big decision is whether to choose a single or dual motor rise and recliner 
 
Single motor chairs have the backrest and leg rest operating together – as the backrest 
reclines, the leg rest elevates. 
 
Dual motor chairs allow you to adjust the 

 
backrest and leg rest separately. So you could 
sit relatively upright with your legs elevated, or 
slightly recline the backrest while keeping your 
feet on the floor. It is possible to achieve a 
much wider range of positions. 
 
Bariatric rise and recliners – designed for the 
heaviest users – may have a third motor, to 
carry the load of the leg rest. 
 
 
 
  

https://www.independentliving.co.uk/cp-editorials/specialist-seating/
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Two-way or three-way? 
 
A three-way rise and recliner is the most standard operation. As the chair reclines, the 
angle between the seat and the backrest increases. A two-way mechanism, also 
described as tilt in space, means that the angle between the seat and the backrest 

remains the same, as the leg rest elevates and the chair reclines. 
 
This feature is useful particularly for people with delicate skin, at risk of damage from 
shearing, and those with painful hip or back conditions. 
 
Tilt in space also enables you raise your legs higher than your hips, which can be 
beneficial for anyone with poor circulation or swelling (oedema) in their legs. 
 
 
Riser action 
 
The riser action is what helps you stand up, and in reverse, 
sit down while being supported all the way. 
 
Most rise and recline chairs provide a combination of 
forward and upward movement for the riser action. Some 
rise very high, almost to a standing position. You can stop 
the operation at whatever level suits you. 
 
Some people find the forward tilting action unsettling, as if 
they are going to be tipped out of the chair. In this case, a 
chair that provides a vertical lift could be more suitable. 
 
 
Backrest styles 
 

There are four basic variations of backrest. 
 
Plain, which can either be soft or firm, depending on personal preference. Generally, the 
softer the backrest, the more supportive. It shouldn’t be so soft that you can feel the frame 
underneath. Plain backrests can give a stylish contemporary look to the rise and recliner. 
 
Button-back is a style that provides a very traditional look, which goes well with a cosy 
domestic interior. 
 
Waterfall, also known as “pillow” style, is adjustable, so that you can get the extra 

padding just where you need it, and is the most supportive style of backrest. 
 
Wingback has additional side panels or wings to each side of the backrest. This style 
can provide extra side support, and is good for protecting you from draughts. 
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Horizontal chair bed 
 
Sleeping in a chair is deprecated by health 
and social care professionals. However, it is 
sometimes the only option.  
 
For example, if someone is unable to get 
upstairs to bed, they may have to sleep in a 
chair until this problem is sorted out. 
 
A carefully designed chair bed can resolve 
 
the problems associated with sleeping in a chair. Reclining to an almost flat position 
means that there won’t be any lumbar support protruding into the user’s back when lying 
down.  
 
Retracting armrests and a backrest without wings mean that the user can move freely on 
the sleeping surface, just as they would in a bed. The chair bed has a removable topper 
filled with memory foam and covered in a waterproof fabric. This offers pressure-relieving 
properties and adds to comfort. 
 
 
Armrest styles 
 

You can choose between armrests that are completely fabric covered, in a variety of 
styles, both traditional and contemporary, or armrests with wooden “knuckles”. 
 
Wooden knuckles give you a firm surface to grip, making it easier to hold on firmly as you 
stand up or sit down. 
 
 
Fabric options 
 
You can find riser recliners in a very wide range of 
fabrics, both plain and patterned, to suit traditional and 
contemporary homes. 
 
Some manufacturers will provide a rise and recliner 
that matches the rest of your lounge furniture. Or a 
complete suite, including both static and rise and 
recline elements. 
 
In addition to fabric-covered chairs, you can also have 
leather upholstery. Stain resistant, waterproof and 
scratch-resistant fabrics can also be specified, 
depending on need. 
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More features to think about 
 
There are a number of extra features available, depending on your choice of chair. 
 

 “Wallhugger” or back to the wall recliners can be positioned close to the wall, as 

the name suggests. The reclining action also moves the seat forwards, so that full 
recline to a near horizontal position can be achieved without hitting the wall. 

 

 Back-up battery. Rise and recliner chairs operate on mains power, but quite a 

number also offer a back-up battery which can be used to return the chair to resting 
position in a power cut. Sometimes, multiple-use battery back-up is available. 

 

 Anti-crush technology is incorporated in chairs which meet BS8474. With an 

exposed mechanism, there is a potential for injury to pets or small children who get 
in the way while the chair is moving. Some manufacturers include an automatic 
stop feature if an obstacle of any kind is detected. 

 

 Pressure relief. Anyone who spends much time sitting or lying down is at risk of 

pressure damage. Pressure injuries are very painful and slow to heal, so 
prevention is the best approach. Some chairs can be provided with pressure 
relieving inserts to the seat, backrest and leg rest areas. These can be special 
foam, air or liquid filled cells, or a combination of materials. 

 

 Lockable handsets – to prevent anyone operating the chair inappropriately, 

handsets can be provided with a key or other locking mechanism. Again, this could 
be particularly useful if there are children around. 

 

 Swivel facility. It is now possible to combine the traditional rise and recliner with 

a swivel base. Useful for changing the viewpoint of the user, as well as providing 
a sharp, contemporary look. 

 
Chairs can be provided with a built-in massage facility. Some people find this helpful in 

easing muscular pain and stiffness, thus improving mobility.  
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Getting the size right 
 
It is very important to get the size of any 
seating right, and rise and recliners are no 
exception. 
 
Whether you have a chair custom-made for 
you, following an individual assessment, or 
you buy one off-the-shelf, you need to 
check measurements very carefully. 
 
For comfort and stability, you should be 
able to sit with hip joints and knees bent at 
90° and your feet resting flat on the floor. 
 
 
This will distribute weight evenly through the buttocks and thighs, rather than 
concentrating it all in the pelvic area. 
 
If your feet don’t reach the ground, too much weight will be concentrated on the backs of 
your thighs. 
 
The depth of the seat should be such that you are supported by the backrest without 
having to lean back. If it is too deep, it will be bad for your posture, and rub the back of 
your knees. For the seat width, it should be wide enough for you to sit comfortably, without 
being squeezed or rubbed. But not too wide, otherwise you won’t be able to use the arm 
rests properly. 
 
If the backrest includes an extra padded headrest area, make sure that it is in the right 

position behind your neck/head. 

 
The overall length of the chair when reclined should also be checked. It is uncomfortable 
to spend any length of time with your feet dangling over the edge of the leg rest. 
 
As well as checking the user’s measurements to ensure that the chair is suitable, you 
need to make sure that it fits the space available. Rise and recliners can be quite large, 
so if your rooms are small, look for a compact or petite model. And make sure it will go 
through any necessary doorways. 
 
You can download a useful guide to measuring adaptive equipment here. 
 
  

https://www.independentliving.co.uk/Brunel-measurement-guidance.pdf
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Further reading and resources 

 
We have an area dedicated to pressure management seating here. 
 
For paediatric seating, please visit the disabled children’s section. 
 
 

https://www.independentliving.co.uk/cp-editorials/pressure-relief-seating/
https://www.independentliving.co.uk/il-editorials/disabled-children-at-home/

