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hen I put my pen down after the 

last of my Finals, I was under no 

illusion as to the destination of my 

labours: those crammed-for exam scripts and 

a pored-over dissertation were headed for the 

furnace. The symbolic significance was clear; 

as far as the university was concerned there 

was no value in my undergraduate scrawlings 

other than as a means of generating a degree 

classification.  

I, for my sins, read English Literature; 

the experience of a design graduand is quite 

different. The designer’s final year project is 

proudly displayed at their institution’s degree 

show, and the best make it to the New 

Designers show.

Every year we are told in the publicity 

material that alumni of New Designers have 

gone on to great things, but the names Starck, 

Heatherwick and Dixon, have a ring of famili-

arity. Where, one might ask, is the next gen-

eration? And what is the state of the profes-

sional design community they desire to enter?

I cross the threshold of Angel’s Business 

Design Centre with a question: is New 

Designers anything more than a bonus gradu-

ation ceremony, a ritual conferring closure 

on three or four years of study before the 

assault on the real world begins, without the 

gowns, mortar boards and pomp, but beam-

ing parents still in tow? What value the final 

year design project? Not in the banal Antiques 

Roadshow pecuniary sense, but to the indi-

vidual, society, the fabric of design.

I am here for Part II of this year’s event, 

turn of the product designers and their visual 

communication counterparts. It’s CAD ren-

derings and earnestness downstairs; drawing, 

typography and haircuts on the mezzanine. 

W Not sure where to start, I selfishly wonder 

if there is anything here I’d quite like in my 

study.

I’m drawn towards a restrained writing 

desk in an airy Scandinavian style. Barely 

have I had the opportunity to admiringly run 

my hand over its candid surface before being 

accosted by a bright twenty-something. James 

Melia of Nottingham Trent University, the 

man responsible for the piece, begins tell-

ing me how his opus incorporates inductive 

charging or some such.

I have to admit I am interested, in this 

case, in form over function. However, the 

value added functionality is a refrain one 

acclimatises to at New Designers - everything 

must do more than it seems. A device to stop 

your koi carp freezing which also, handily, 

prevents kids drowning in ponds is a case-in-

point. It is clear that the mantras of inclusiv-

ity and sustainability have permeated design 

courses. However, it is a concern that too 

often these terms are floated as glib add-ons 

to projects rather than guiding principles.

Back to the desk: whilst pulling out my 

chequebook and making an offer might be 

the stylish move, I decided to come clean and 

admit my press credentials to James. We chat 

briefly about his work and a shared passion 

for Nordic style furniture before turning to 

the thorny question of employment. James is 

positive, he’s sorted, a grad position at consul-

tancy V2 Studios and the promise of involve-

ment in furniture design for long-standing 

client Vitamin. Some of his peers, he admits 

have found things “a struggle”.  

Nevertheless, New Designers has worked 

for James and, it seems, the industry still treats 

the show with respect. After all, the exhibitors 

tend to be a self-selecting elite of the year’s 

graduating cohort. Even in the age of social 

media self-promotion, this bricks-and-mortar 

throwback is a key event. There’s definitely 

an optimistic buzz amongst the young prod-

uct designers I speak to, perhaps because 

word has got round that the people from 

Lego are wandering around cherry-picking 

outstanding students - that’s the design team, 

not yellow plastic men with bad haircuts, you 

understand. Myths of Lego’s excess in design 

development abound - what’s certain is it is 

great to be employed there as a creative.

However, it cannot be denied that there 

is an increasing number of graduates chasing 

a diminishing pool of industry positions. As a 

result, a number of designers are shunning the 

conventional route into professional design 

offered by a starting position with an estab-

lished consultancy in favour of going it alone, 

often capitalising on the potential of their 

degree projects.

The kids are all right
Selling exhibition? Recruitment fair? End-of-course jamboree? Launch pad for the next-big-things? 

Alistair Welch visits New Designers 2011 and ponders the function of the event

The value added functionality 
is a refrain one acclimatises 
to at New Designers
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At London South Bank University’s stand 

I speak to one such hopeful. Marcus Rump 

has designed a syringe ampule for paramed-

ics and combat medics that minimises the 

risk of needle-stick injuries and contamina-

tion. His design is currently patent pending 

and Marcus is planning to explore the com-

mercial potential of the device. He explains 

that he is taking advantage of an enterprise 

scheme coordinated by his university which 

offers him a monthly grant of £1,000 and an 

office on campus. South Bank lecturer Robin 

Jones confirms that his university’s Enterprise 

Associate Scheme has experienced significant 

student uptake this year.  

It is certainly refreshing to meet a number 

of students with a similar entrepreneurial 

spirit. Too often the design community has 

viewed degree projects as little more than 

dry runs, practice efforts for the professional 

arena. Increasingly, students are tailoring their 

degree projects to perceived gaps in the mar-

ket and have a keen sense of the commer-

cial viability of their work. Whilst not every 

project will succeed, early exposure to the 

realities of product development in a start-up 

business must be a valuable added learning 

experience.

Speaking to course leaders on the 

University of Central Lancashire’s stand, they 

make it clear that graduating designers must 

be “realistic” in terms of what they can antici-

pate from a first job. Graduates cannot expect 

to go straight from university to their dream 

career, they need to be flexible and prepared 

to respond to industry conditions, they say. 

They express a valid concern that not enough 

higher education institutions are teaching 

design in a one-on-one studio environment 

and this is having a negative impact on the 

skills 

develop-

ment of students.

Nevertheless, it 

doesn’t serve to be too cynical. The 

overall atmosphere is one of cautious 

optimism, a sense that the design meritoc-

racy rumbles on in ensuring that the most 

talented, most creative do rise to the top. 

There is a note of uncertainty, though, in the 

voices of many of the teaching staff present, 

unsure of how the overhaul of tuition fees 

and university funding will affect the, current-

ly high, demand for design related courses.

Whilst New Designers coordinates its 

own, widely covered, awards scheme - this 

year’s product design pick was Martin Jordan 

of Huddersfield University for his ‘Nail It’ DIY 

aid - I’d like to take a moment to endow my 

own gong: the prize for the most studenty 

project on show. There can only be one win-

ner; step forward Greg Cruse of Bournemouth 

University’s CAD BSc. Frustrated with lengthy 

queues at the 

student union bar, 

Cruse was inspired to 

design an automated 

pint pourer. The device 

allows the barman to multitask 

in an effort to speed service and 

provides a consistent beer. Cruse 

explains that he chose a transparent casing 

material that reveals the device’s mechanism to 

create a striking point-of-sale aesthetic.  

I query whether the design might have 

added functionality to allow a pint of bitter to 

settle or to accommodate the fastidious pouring 

protocol demanded by the brewers of Guinness. 

“It’s strictly for lager,” explains Cruse. Certain 

student traits, it appears, die hard. ❙

Graduates cannot expect 
to go straight from univer-
sity to their dream career

It is refreshing to meet a 
number of students with 
an entrepreneurial spirit


