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ased in Bermondsey - where old 

London rubs shoulders with new 

London, where pie’n’mash shops com-

pete with Michelin stars and the latest White 

Cube gallery has opened next to railway-arch 

mechanics - Tangerine is one of the UK’s 

most highly regarded design consultancies.

Counting global brands such as LG, Sharp 

and British Airways amongst a stacked client 

list and recipients of pretty much every design 

award worth winning, the company continues, 

in line with their mission statement, to deliver 

groundbreaking innovation to make consumers 

happy and businesses profitable.

Yes, the consultancy was co-founded in 

1989 by one of industrial design’s few global 

megastars, a certain Jonathan Ive, but since 

Jonny went west to Silicon Valley in the early 

90s, Tangerine has grown to be a global player 

in design services. One of the original co-

founders, Martin Darbyshire, is still at the com-

pany as managing director and Matt Round, 

who has been at Tangerine for nearly 15 years, 

is the current creative director.

In addition to the premises in Bermondsey, 

Tangerine has an established design studio 

in Seoul, South Korea, and recently opened 

a studio in Brazil’s southern manufacturing 

heartland. Furthermore, Tangerine’s designers 

represent a range of different nationalities and 

cultures. “Creatively that is important,” says 

Matt Round. “Since we are designing for differ-

ent markets and cultures across the globe, tap-

ping into different mindsets is useful; it brings a 

richness and diversity of perspective.”

Round, who in his time at Tangerine 

has defined design strategy for some of the 

world’s most recognisable brands, argues that 

balancing the interests of the client and the 

end-user is fundamental to successful design: 

“One of the important things about design as 

innovation is making sure that both sides of 

that equation are well met. This is where I see 

design as having a tremendous power in being 

able to see things in a slightly different way.”

He gives the example of British Airways, 

for whom Tangerine recently designed new 

first-class seating. BA wanted to offer their cus-

tomers the experience of a completely flat bed, 

but were reluctant to lose any seats from the 

cabin. A Tangerine design team led by Round 

addressed the layout of the cabin and how the 

space might be optimised for passenger experi-

ence. Eventually, it was decided to adapt the 

existing herringbone layout in order to main-

tain the 14 seats. Attention then switched to 

the dynamics of the seat itself: Tangerine built 

a number of full-size card models to explore 

the arrangement of seat elements. The ultimate 

design, which was completed in collaboration 

with consultancy Forpeople, achieved a 60 
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percent wider seat and, by all accounts, a feel 

of understated luxury.

Tangerine has enjoyed a long-standing 

relationship with BA and the first-class seat, 

which is currently being rolled out in 747s 

and 777s, is the latest in a series of projects 

for the airline. In 1998 the consultancy 

worked on its first project for BA - the first 

fully-flat sleeper seat in Club World. Within a 

16 month turnaround, Tangerine were able to 

deliver a completely flat bed in the space that 

competitors were offering a reclining seat. In 

2006, Tangerine were briefed to upgrade the 

Club World passenger experience; the con-

sultancy managed to offer a wider bed within 

the same footprint and made subtle changes 

to seat geometry to improve passenger pri-

vacy. BA invested a total of £200 million in 

upgrading their service, but saw a return on 

investment within the first year. 

Tangerine do not only work with estab-

lished brands like BA - an increasingly promi-

nent area of their work involves creating 

brands for companies who want to develop 

their market presence. “Sindoh [an office 

equipment company formerly part of Ricoh] 

are a great example of a company that has 

started with product and wants to move 

into brand,” explains Round. “The CEO 

decided that he wanted to change direction 

and launch an own-brand product range. 

Tangerine were brought in to determine a 

product language. This has grown into a big-

ger project centred around brand collateral 

and communication work.”
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Such is the company’s current involve-

ment in brand strategy work for their clients 

that Round now hesitates to call Tangerine a 

product design consultancy. “How we define 

ourselves,” he reflects, “is a question that is 

on our lips at the moment. Product design 

is certainly our heritage, but our offering has 

grown to be far broader in terms of helping 

companies deliver the right kind of change.”

Over recent years, the company has 

become increasingly flexible and offers clients 

a holistic design package. “Certain projects 

might start with the product,” says Round, 

“but we work on others where the start-

ing point is trying to find the bigger idea to 

engage with the consumer. Essentially, we 

try to get to the heart of what is important by 

asking the right questions, unlocking the right 

consumer insights to build the right stories to 

deliver our clients competitive advantage.”

Tangerine recently completed a project 

for South Korean mobile phone company SK 

Telecom which saw them revamp the com-

pany’s retail spaces and graphic identity. SK 

Telecom were looking for a stronger presence 

in the retail market as they attempt to become 

a more service-orientated business. The first of 

the rebranded ‘Imagine’ stores was launched in 

Seoul in September with every detail, down to 

the staff uniforms and point-of-sale materials, 

designed by Tangerine. “Our design needed to 

be bold to grab the attention of consumers and 

draw them into the stores,” adds Round.

Round goes on to explain how Tangerine’s 

design process is fundamentally similar whether 

they are working on a specific product brief or 

a broader brand strategy: “We base our think-

ing around a model of innovation,” he says. 

“There are four segments to it: assessing the 

opportunity, making informed decisions, bring-

ing solutions, and finally, delivering return on 

investment.”  

Research and an understanding of the mar-

ket, in Round’s eyes, are so important in design-

ing properly. “If you went straight to product, 

you risk putting all your energy into making the 

product, whether it is right or wrong. If you start 

at the beginning - questioning absolutely every-

thing, drilling down to find the insights that lead 

to great ideas - you have a much better chance 

of ensuring that a project is appropriate.”

Round selects two examples to illustrate 

his point. Firstly, his company’s longstanding 

relationship with LG, who have continued to 

return to Tangerine to tailor their design direc-

tion to particular markets. Secondly, Tangerine’s 

recent work on a collectable survival knife for 

Wilkinson Sword - delivering the right product 

depended on not only understanding the nature 

of the collectors’ market, but also ensuring that 

the knife was indeed capable of everything 

expected of it in the field.

In addition to commercial work, 

Tangerine has been involved in a UN-backed 

project concerned with social innovation. 

Tangerine was tasked with finding a means 

of putting Cisqo conferencing technology in 

public spaces in order to encourage people 

from areas of conflict to speak together. The 

outcome is the “dialogue cafe”, a flexible 

pod which will be installed in 15 countries. 

“The project grew into thinking about how 

we could use more visual elements to get 

people talking together,” says Round. “The 

technology was very corporate and our job 

was to change that and make it more suit-

able for a public setting.”

There is no doubt that the nature of prod-

uct design is shifting and consultancies are 

adapting to the changing demands of clients. 

Tangerine, with its experienced team from 

culturally diverse backgrounds, is well-placed 

to understand evolving consumer markets 

- whether they be on a local or global scale 

- and define clients’ design direction accord-

ingly. Fundamentally, Tangerine’s design phi-

losophy boils down to pleasing customers and 

helping clients be more profitable - two things 

at which they continue to excel. ❙
www.tangerine.net
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