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When John Mathers was appointed chief executive 

of the Design Council in September 2012 he took 

charge of an organisation experiencing the most 

significant period of transition in its history. 

The former Holmes & Marchant boss now heads 

a Design Council in the process of reassessing its role 

following a merger with CABE (the Commission for 

Architecture and the Built Environment) precipitated 

by the Coalition Government’s public-sector 

spending cuts.

The 2010 review authored by Design Council 

trustee (now chair) Martin Temple found that 

whilst there was a “compelling case for the Design 

Council to continue” it would need to “restructure 

to deliver a step change in value for money”. Most 

significantly the Design Council ceased to be a non-

departmental public body and became a charity 

dedicated to promoting design in the public interest. 

The Design Council moved from its Bow Street 

home to offices in Angel and job cuts followed as 

the organisation’s staff was, to use the bureaucrat’s 

terminology, ‘streamlined’.

Nevertheless, the Design Council is no stranger 

to change. Indeed, the Temple Review suggested 

it had, since its inception, “evolved in line with 

the political and economical landscape”. Founded 

as the Council of Industrial Design by Churchill’s 

wartime Government in 1944 as a body to drive 

innovation at a time of austerity and flux, the body 

played a leading role in both the Britain Can Make It 

exhibition of 1946 and the 1951 Festival of Britain. 

It was not until the 1970s that the Design Council 

adopted the name by which we know it today. The 

new moniker reflected an emphasis on a broader 

range of design disciplines as the organisation 

extended its brief beyond the core sector of 

industrial design. Through dialogue with government 

and business, exhibitions, initiatives, challenges 

and competitions the Design Council worked to 

champion the cause of British design. However, the 

relationship between the Design Council and the 

design industry has not been wholly harmonious; 

critics of the organisation have accused it of 

becoming too distant from the professional design 

community it purports to represent. 

Speaking to New Design, Mathers explained that 

one of his priorities was to re-establish strong links 

between the Design Council and the design industry. 

He argued that the Design Council’s merger with 

CABE and its restructuring as a charity offers the 

organisation an opportunity to address its position 

within the creative community and redefine its role 

in the best interests of British design. 

NewDesign: Could you tell us more about your 

background in design and your path to this role 

at the Design Council?

John Mathers: It has been a really interesting mix 

in my career of both corporate and consumer 

branding and design. I have worked client side 

with people like Lyons and Cadbury and I spent 

five years as head of brand at the supermarket 

chain Safeway. I have also worked extensively on 

the agency side and also in some of the very big 

brand consultancies.

I have always had an interest in promoting and 

championing the design industry. I was President 

of the Design Business Association (DBA) for three 

years and I have worked with the Design Council 

on various projects, including a number of schemes 

to bring design students into professional design. 

When I heard that this role was available it felt like 

a natural fit for me.

ND: So whilst your background is in brand and 

communications the roots of the Design Council 

are in industrial design. How do you hope to 

represent the whole spectrum of design?

JM: Yes, if you got back to 1944 we were set up 

as the Council for Industrial Design by Winston 

Churchill -it was about promoting industrial design. 

However, I think things have moved on since then 

and the role of the Design Council has evolved 

over time.

I think our role is still very much about 

championing the use of great design for a number 
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of things. It is still about design for business 

growth and growth is the big challenge in the 

UK. We know that design can have a tangible 

effect on creating value, not just adding value. 

Sometimes that’s where people don’t understand 

what the Design Council is all about: the Design 

Council is about promoting design to create value 

from an early stage in any process. Many of the 

interventions we manage are about using design 

to get SMEs to think fundamentally differently.

Our aim is to grow the design industry and 

great design at the same time – to make design a 

more relevant element in the UK growth mix. Our 

role is to champion design in a raft of other areas. 

In particular our role has changed in that we now 

have a role in using design as an intervention in 

some of the big challenges that society faces.

ND: Could you outline some of those 

challenges and the activities of the Design 

Council in relation to them?

JM: We have a team that is looking at the 

big challenges of the future and our role is to 

decide where design can make an appropriate 

intervention to have a meaningful effect.

We run ‘Ageing Better by Design’ [a programme 

looking at how design can respond to the needs 

of an ageing population]. We are in danger of 

stigmatizing older people. There are some real 

challenges as we do grow older as a society and 

we are asking how design might make people’s 

lives more rewarding, rich and happy. We also 

have ‘Active by Design’ which is part of the  

Fit Cities initiative. We are now developing 

chronic (rather than infectious) disease in our 

cities. How can we develop places that help to 

change lifestyles?

ND: Do you have a definition of design that you 

work to?

JM: Interestingly that is one of the big challenges 

that we have. Design covers such a broad gamut 

of things that we need to be very careful about 

how narrowly or broadly we use the word. More 

and more the Design Council is about using design 

thinking – the way of looking at problems and 

issues from a design perspective that often can lead 

to design solutions. Design thinking allows people 

to come at challenges from a different perspective.

ND: How is the Design Council operating 

differently since the merger with CABE?

JM: From April 2011 the Design Council and CABE 

were no longer non-government departmental 

bodies. We are now an enterprising charity. I 

would like to emphasise that whilst we will still for 

a short period of time be getting a Government 

grant, that won’t continue forever so we will need 

to become a self-sustaining organisation. That 

means we will be looking at ways of financing and 

commercializing our future.

Following the merger with CABE, we have a 

huge opportunity to bring together combined skills, 

expertise and experience of people who know 

design inside out and people who know planning 

and built environment in great detail. This allows us 

to think in a holistic way that we haven’t been able 

to do before. 

CABE at the Design Council has a very relevant 

role to play in the design review process – enabling 

the way that buildings, developments, infrastructure 

projects can be developed to better help the 

people that will use them – equally, the skills  

we’ve got in that team can be used across a 

broader agenda.

The Design Council coordinates 
design challenges to tackle 
social issues such as dementia

Below y Discussions take place at the Design Council’s Angel 
office during the Working Well challenge lunch
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can create value; it can get us to think about 

things in a fundamentally different and better 

way. Often design is thought of as an add-on 

rather than something that is there from the very 

beginning.

I have been staggered at just what a 

tremendously strong, global reputation the Design 

Council has and I think that one of the challenges 

we have in Britain is to continue to own great 

design. We are under significant threat from 

abroad, mostly in terms of volume, but we still do 

and must continue to own quality. |

ND: So what would a typical Design Council day 

involve for you?

JM: Taking yesterday as an example, I spent the 

morning in our offices looking at developing a 

training scheme within the organisation. I then 

went to the Department for Business, Innovation 

and Skills where we have built an exhibition  

space that highlights some examples of where 

design thinking has made an intervention in SMEs.

After lunch I sat on the Design Special Interest 

Group, a Technology Strategy Board (TSB) initiative 

that connects designers and technology innovators. 

The TSB recognises that design is one of the key 

thrusts that makes a key difference in the early 

stage of new technology. This special interest 

group drawn from a wide section of the industry 

is about looking at how can we really get to see 

design being injected in all these different sectors.

ND: How do you view the relationship between 

the Design Council and the product and 

industrial design community? Has it become too 

remote?

JM: I hold my hands up and say that the 

relationship has lost its way somewhat – the 

Design Council has not been as close to the 

practising professionals in recent years as perhaps 

it should have been. Part of my mission is to 

change that.

There are some mitigating, but not excusing, 

factors in that the Design Council has been 

through difficult and challenging times and has lost 

a lot of people in the process.

Part of our mission is to really reconnect with 

the design industry and we are exploring a number 

of ways in which we can do that: rethinking our 

advisory board and how we can reconnect with a 

broader section of the design community; looking 

at how our presence on web can champion great 

design more effectively; and exploring a number 

of initiatives that can demonstrably show our 

championing of great design.

The Design Council has 60 people working 

in our Angel office, but we also have around 50 

design associates – the people who represent us 

on the ground and work with the big challenges 

projects and with the SMEs through our design 

leadership programme. Plus there are the 250 

built environment experts who work with us on 

design reviews and neighbourhood planning.

We have a huge number of friends out there. 

People want the Design Council to succeed. 

People want us to be clear about what we are 

doing and understand how they can participate 

and contribute.

ND: What are your views on design education, 

in particular the changes to the design 

curriculum in schools and the #includedesign 

campaign?

JM: #includedesign is the first step in a long-term 

campaign and this is one of the things that the 

Design Council really will push for. My constant 

frustration is that the Government is saying that 

the only real growth in the UK is in SMEs – which 

are all about entrepreneurialism, design driving 

innovation. This growth comes from people who 

have looked at the creative subjects.

ND: Is there still a need for government or a 

body like the Design Council to promote design 

and its use?

JM: What people don’t recognise, and is 

something that we can champion, is that design 

I think our role is still very 
much about championing the 

use of great design 
for a number of things

Below y The Design Council is hoping to celebrate the 
contribution of design to London 2012


