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brexit

UK OK?
Leading figures from across the industrial design industry 
offer their response to the result of June’s referendum on 
the United Kingdom’s membership of the European Union

We woke up on the morning of 
Friday 24th June (or bleary-
eyed remained transfixed to 

the television) to discover that the people 
of the UK had voted to leave the European 
Union. From the moment the result became 
clear both the pound and the stock markets 
tumbled as Brexit ushered in unprecedented 
economic and political uncertainty. 

But what does the decision mean for the 
design industry? The UK is home to some of 
the world’s most innovative design businesses 
– part of a creative sector that time and 
again has been highlighted as fundamental 
to the country’s future economic prosperity. 
Furthermore, many international companies 
have a design presence in the UK, eager to 
take advantage of our exceptional (multi-
national) talent pool, proximity to the 
continent, and unique design heritage.

Will Brexit destabilize the design world or 
can we hope to be stronger as an industry 
outside of the EU? 

Although the exact nature of the UK’s 
withdrawal from the EU is yet to be known, 
the referendum result is without doubt a 

monumental political moment. In response, 
New Design has canvassed opinion from 
leaders across the UK’s design community 
investigating the challenges and opportunities 
that Brexit might bring to the world of design.

Dick Powell, founder and director, 
Seymourpowell
One word: disaster. I think it is terrible and 
will play very badly for the creative industries. 
There are several reasons for that. The UK has 
always been an international base – most of 
the design and creative companies in the UK 
work extensively abroad, a lot of those clients 
come to the UK because we are in Europe. 
Think of all the design studios here: Samsung 
Europe, LG, Panasonic, Nissan. They are here 
because we are in Europe and have free 
access to Europe to sell products. Once that 
has gone why would they come here?

We’ve certainly seen over the last few 
months all of our clients have slowed 
everything down waiting for the result of the 
referendum. And I think that is going to get 
worse. This uncertainty stops project work and 
that’s very bad news for the creative industries.

Richard Hall, managing director of Pd-m 
International Limited
In the run up to the referendum there was a 
healthy debate by all of the Pd-m team in the 
studio. It was interesting to hear each of the 
team’s views who have a different background, 
social stratification, family responsibilities and 
aspirations. I voted to remain and was truly 
shocked when I saw the results come through. 
I knew it would be close but not tipping the 
balance to leave.

There is understandably a lot of negative 
energy right now. Financial instability, exchange 
rate fluctuation, interest rates increasing, loss 
of trade, even a petition circulating for a 2nd 
referendum.

For Pd-m there will be an impact in terms 
of the USD exchange rate, the forthcoming 
change to the IP system and possibly even 
losing some clients. Now that democracy has 
been served we need to get on. One thing 
that will remain is the UK being a hub of 
creativity, innovation and a pioneering force. 
Now that the dust is settling perhaps a shake 
up is actually a good thing. A new dawn, new 
energy, new possibilities. The Pd-m view is this; 
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we create at PDD often transform the 
business models of our customers. Most 
of our clients operate across multiple 
geographies and require our teams to have a 
deep understanding of local cultures. We can 
only retain our highly-skilled, culturally diverse 
workforce if Britain remains an open society in 
a post-Brexit era.

Gus Desbarats, chairman of Alloy: 
Experience-Led Design and chairman of 
the British Industrial Design Association   
It’s impossible to draw any firm conclusions 
about the impact of Brexit on Alloy and 
UK design until someone comes up with an 
achievable plan for what form Brexit might 
actually take. But a few points stand out:

We sell all over the world, and there is no 

EU free market in services anyway so we 
don’t expect a loss of opportunity. In fact 
Sterling devaluation will probably drive export 
business. On the other hand most of our 
UK clients outsource manufacturing so their 
margins will be massively squeezed by the 
devaluation. This, and the uncertainty will hit 
investment.

We are in a global competition for design 
talent. We have been recruiting excellent 
designers from the continent. This talent flow 
will dry up. Even if visas can be obtained 

eventually, we just won’t seem to be as 
friendly and inviting as we were. Designers are 
emotional beings and the ‘bad vibe’ post Brexit 
will be an issue. Finally we will all have to 
accept that the post Brexit global perception 
of a ‘visionless’ UK will be a knock to our well 
deserved national reputation as the home 
of practically minded creative visionaries and 
planners.

Julie Jenson Bennett, CEO of London-
based design studio Precipice
I wish I could say the Precipice studio was 
surprised by the Brexit vote. The result is 
such a clear reflection of cultural patterns 
that we’ve been tracing and tracking over 
the past 18-months, it made complete 
sense. But the hard shock of seeing theory 

business as usual, let’s create, innovate and 
continue to add value to the economy.

Sir David McMurtry, chairman and chief 
executive of Renishaw
We previously communicated our position 
that we believed that remaining in the 
European Union would be the best scenario 
for Renishaw, but the British electorate has 
made its decision regarding Brexit and as an 
organisation we fully respect this decision.

Despite the vote, the UK is still today a 
member of the EU and will remain so for at 
least the next two years whilst a withdrawal 
agreement is negotiated. During this period 
we will continue to trade with our EU-based 
customers and subsidiaries as previously, whilst 
preparing our business to be able to trade 

efficiently after the UK has formally left the 
EU. Renishaw is a strong global business and 
whilst we believe that due to Brexit we will 
most likely face higher costs and additional 
regulation, we remain confident of our 
prospects for the future.

Karsten Fischer, chief executive of design 
consultancy PDD
To put it simply, we are disappointed. As a 
creative consultancy founded in London more 
than 35 years ago, we have greatly benefited 
from access to the single market and freedom 
of movement. Many of our consultants come 
from the EU and a large share of our revenue 
is generated from EU customers. Therefore 
the outcome of the referendum is creating a 
lot of socio-economic uncertainty for us.

A comprehensive national debate must 
now take place as to how we will implement 
our departure from the EU. The Brexit 
campaigners failed to set out any policy details 
for leaving, so we still have an opportunity 
to influence the precise nature of the future 
relationship with our fellow European 
neighbours.

We are passionate about our home base 
London remaining a global design hotspot 
and the UK as a whole continuing to provide 
world-class academic training in creative 
disciplines. Retaining freedom of movement 
would ensure talented students and creative 
industry practitioners alike can continue 
to come freely to Britain and enrich our 
international design credentials.

The innovative products and experiences 
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home base London remaining a 
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we’ve turned our back on our friends. Our 
economy is over dependent on services that 
sadly aren’t dependent on being in the UK. 

With major chunks of the manufacturing 
we do have, wholly owned subsidiaries of 
corporations that owe us no loyalty, our small 
overpopulated island is in for hard times.  

John Coldham, a director at the law firm 
Gowling WLG
The prospect of Brexit raises questions 
about the UK’s continued involvement in the 
EU-wide regimes for protection of designs. 
It is likely that the UK will need legislation to 
extricate the country from the unitary systems 
for both registered and unregistered design 
protection. This raises uncertainty about 
entitlement to unregistered design protection 

for UK designers in the EU, and EU designers 
in the UK, following Brexit.

Designers should also be aware of the 
slightly different protection conferred by UK 
unregistered design right compared with that 
conferred by the Community right (aside 
from the different geographical scope of the 
respective rights). The terms of protection 
differ too.

In view of all the above, businesses that 
have been relying on unregistered Community 
protection for designs should consider 
whether to obtain registered protection, in 
order to secure the scope of protection or 
their entitlement to protection at this stage. 
If the design has already been disclosed, 
the clock is ticking on the term in which 
registration is permitted.

In addition to considering whether to seek 
registered design protection for the UK and/
or EU, businesses should be aware of the 
need to ensure that terminology used in 
licences, settlement agreements and other 
transactional arrangements is drafted in such 
a way that the extraction of the UK from the 
EU and the unitary designs (and trade mark) 
regimes can be accommodated.  Existing 
agreements will need to be checked in 
order to consider whether they will remain 
fit for purpose following Brexit. Despite the 
continued evolution of UK IP law following 
Brexit, Gowling WLG is working on a number 
of official committees that are looking at the 
opportunities to create an adapted legal regime 
that maximises protection for both designers 
and businesses in the designs sector. |

become reality did redouble our awareness 
that as designers, we are shaping and making 
those cultural patterns, not just observing and 
reacting to them.

We like to think about design’s impact on 
the world as purely positive and progressive. 
In a world characterized by rapid change, we 
are a force for speeding up that change. And 
change is good. But for whom? Such a 
focus on the new, outward and forward 
will, by definition, leave people behind. 
People increasingly intimidated, bewildered 
and resentful of what is lost in our acts of 
creative destruction.

So what are the ramifications for the UK 
design industry? That’s probably impossible 
to generalise, as each design business will 
have a different exposure to what’s changing 

around us. But as designers we should all take 
stock and take responsibility for the power 
of our positive actions to create unintended 
consequences. We need to spend as much 
time looking behind and around us as we 
do looking ahead.  

Adrian Stokes, founder and director of 
ASA Designers
In the run up to the Brexit vote, dread turned 
to farce, then to something like normality; 
at least on the surface. Underneath clients 
manufacturing abroad are paying a price they 
can’t pass onto customers. The customers 
have decided that for now prudence is best 
and aren’t buying. The downturn before the 
vote was worrying and since has become 
alarming for some. Personally I’m glad I 

switched from architecture to industrial design 
43 years ago.

I was always sceptical about wasteful, selfish, 
globalization, 34 years in London made me 
love diversity but loathe the disparity in 
wealth and opportunity; a problem which 
afflicts the entire planet. We in the west have 
to try harder and accept less for it. In the UK 
we’ve developed an utterly misplaced sense of 
entitlement and importance leaving me with 
an over whelming feeling that through Brexit 
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