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Designers don’t stop fiddling,” says 

John Elson, director of product design 

consultancy Jedco. Fiddling, as I come 

to realise, is a typically self-deprecating term 

for the influential design work that the com-

pany has been responsible for over the last 25 

years. The compact business, as well as being 

one of Transport for London’s (TfL) design part-

ners, has worked on projects across a range of 

sectors for diverse clients from their studio in 

Weybridge, Surrey.

Jedco came into being in 1984 after Elson 

left his position as design coordinator at the 

Post Office to establish his own consultancy. 

The RCA graduate grew the business gradu-

ally, intentionally maintaining a small team 

that ensured all design staff could have direct 

involvement in projects. The current team 

comprises five full-time designers and a model-

maker with Kingston graduate (and now visiting 

lecturer at the same institution) Ed Griffiths as 

the senior designer.

It so happens that I interview Elson and 

Griffiths at a pivotal moment in Jedco’s evolu-

tion: in the next year the company will move 

from individual control to a partnership as 

“

Elson prepares to hand over further responsibil-

ity to Griffiths. Elson explains that he intends to 

have a less direct role in the business in favour 

of becoming what he describes as a “design 

mentor”. Nevertheless, it is clear that he cares 

deeply about the future of the company. 

Throughout our conversation it is entertain-

ing to witness the gentle banter between the 

founder-director and senior designer. There’s 

something of a father-son dynamic to their 

relationship: the erstwhile elder statesman 

simultaneously proud and wary of the tyro’s 

ambitious grand plans.

“We want to expand in terms of staff 

numbers,” says Griffiths confidently in a typical 

exchange. “Just how big are you planning to 

be?” counters Elson with a note of concern in 

his voice.

Such caution is understandable considering 

the fact that Jedco has, thus far, built its reputa-

tion and enjoyed success as a compact team. 

Elson got the consultancy off the ground as a 

one-man-band with work for TfL he had taken 

with him from his earlier career. The relation-

ship with TfL has continued throughout Jedco’s 

history and while work for this client by no 

means represents the limit of their provision, 

the projects offer, perhaps, the most visible 

aspect of the consultancy’s portfolio.

Jedco has defined the coherent aes-

thetic and material language for London 

Underground information boards (those that all 

too often bear bad new about delays) and the 

metal posts for bus-stops. Bus-stop posts might 

seem trivial, but prior to Jedco’s  
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involvement there was no established cross-

London design for the structures. The consul-

tancy was instrumental in designing the range 

of vandal resistant bus-stop structures that 

support the route information signage which 

is now such a familiar sight across the capital. 

The design incorporates a robust set of flexible 

components that can be easily managed to 

suit changing requirements and differing urban 

environments.

“The bus-stops were one of our first big 

projects,” says Elson. “TfL needed an agency 

to draw up the equipment so they had proper 

moulding drawings in order that they could 

move to competitive tender.”

“There is a design language for TfL which 

we have helped to consolidate over the last 

ten years. The use of aluminium and the pig-

nosed nut, for example, have become standard 

design details that help in recognition; practical 

purpose has become an aesthetic language,” 

adds Griffiths.

More recently, Jedco designers have been 

involved in the development of solar illu-

minated bus-stops, and London Buses have 

invested £7 million in the installation of these. 

Furthermore, the partnership with TfL extends 

to work on the Mayor of London’s drive to 

promote cycling. Although the “Boris Bike” 

was predominantly Canadian in design and 

manufacture, TfL were keen to ensure that 

there was some British involvement in the 

project. As a result, Jedco were commissioned 

to design the bike’s rear reflector - a small, but 

significant, safety detail. Additionally, Jedco is 

a key advisor in the design of signage and the 

development of the overall strategy for the 

cycle super-highway network - the first four 

routes launched earlier in 2011.

Whilst being justifiably proud of their work 

for TfL, “they are a significant client and we 

feel our work for them has had a social impact 

as well as a design one,” Griffiths comments 

- Jedco is keen to emphasise that they are far 

from a one-client consultancy.

Moving on from the Boris bike, the con-

sultancy has recently worked on a project 

for a start-up business which is also linked to 

cycling. An entrepreneur got in touch with 

Jedco looking for product development advice 

on a concept he had devised. A city trader, he 

had observed that cycling into work every day 

presented a sartorial problem: either your shirt 

got unpleasantly sweaty if you chose to wear it, 

or creased if you carried it in a bag.

When he approached Jedco, the inventor’s 

idea was essentially just a box for a shirt - within 

a short timescale the consultancy worked with 

the entrepreneur to develop a commercial prod-

uct. The result, the “Shirt Shuttle”, has been a 

rapid success; it is already on sale at the Conran 

Shop and has attracted enough interest from 

international retailers that the inventor has left his 

job in the City to focus on building the business.

The product features a curved board around 

which the shirt is wrapped to ensure that the 

key areas of the garment remain uncreased. 

The folding board is then slipped inside a high-

strength, lightweight shell that offers protection 

from the elements and from crushing forces 

inside your bag. Added functionality recom-

mended by Jedco includes an integrated hook 

which allows the shirt to be hung up if required.

Elson is clearly satisfied with the project’s 

outcome: “From our point of view, it has been 

a very successful project - transferring his idea to 

a product.”

“We helped him to develop the features of 

the finished product. We were also able to rec-

ommend manufacturers for him,” adds Griffiths. 

“We took what he had, improved it, questioned 

him and challenged him on it. Working with us, 

he appreciated the fact that we listened to him.”

Jedco’s fostering of a close relationship 

between designer and client has remained an 

important feature of the company’s modus 

operandi across a wide range of sectors. In 

recent years the consultancy has worked on 

projects as different as moulded housing for 

industrial fuses to a “My Little Pony” gift set for 

the toy manufacturer Hasbro - not items one 

would expect to find side-by-side in your aver-

age retailer.

“Our clients like dealing with us because 

they are able to deal directly with the designer 

doing the work - that is key to who we are as 

a consultancy. We like being involved in the 

design aspect rather than managing others,” 

says Griffiths.

Elson, meanwhile, explains that the notion 

of design as having a social benefit, which was 

instilled in him over the course of his study at 

the RCA, still informs the work of his consul-

tancy to this day: “To my mind,” he says, “we 

have a team where we have that imbued sense 

of a value to design beyond the aesthetic.”

Taking up the theme of Jedco’s approach 

to design, Griffiths continues: “What we enjoy 

is the intellectual challenge - all the different 

problems that we can solve from beginning 

to end. That is why we often get involved in 

projects that aren’t straight product design.”

Having weathered the uncertain economic 

conditions over recent years without any 

significant damage to business, Jedco is now 

addressing its profile within the product con-

sultancy market and the possibility of exploring 

new sectors. Griffiths, who is the man respon-

sible for managing the company’s business 

development, outlines the plan: “We are re-

positioning ourselves, re-branding ourselves. 

We feel we are now at a point to be more 

ambitious. We have got a lot of experience in 

transport which we can exploit and we would 

like to get involved in luggage and consumer 

goods more generally.

“We have been described by TfL as 

‘unsung heroes’ - the guys who get things done 

behind the scenes,” he adds. “In the future, 

perhaps, we would like to be ‘sung’ a little 

more.” ❙
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