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Design underpins this industry, regardless of one’s place in the market. While creating something 
from nothing can appear to be the province of high-end European designers, the UK has a core of 
solid, hard-working creative professionals that keep the industry alive. In this exclusive series, Rob 

Scarlett goes in search of the unsung heroes of the industry to find out what makes them tick. 
This month, Rob meets the newest designer to make his mark on Nathan Furniture, Ian Cull …
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Rob Scarlettmeets ...
Ian Cull

Ian is a freelance designer, working as 
Ian Cull Lifestyle Product Design. With an 
office in Salford and a studio and workshop 
in Brinscall, Lancashire, he specialises in 
developing a wide range of products with 
manufacturers across the UK, Europe and 
the Far East. Ian studied at the University 
of Salford, where he earned a BSc (Hons) in 
Product Design & Development. 
W iancull.co.uk

On Ian

What was the most valuable part of your 
education? 
Three years studying at university taught me 
a great deal of common sense and how to 
work as part of a team. Although it also gave 
me a great introduction to product design, it 
wasn’t until I started working that my real 
education began. 

What was your first design job?
I was extremely lucky to land a design job 
immediately after I graduated. I worked for 
a large packaging company in Birmingham 
developing the Pinch Pull bag dispensing 

Ian Cull
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system as part of a small team of young 
designers. 

The system was embraced and installed 
by all the major supermarkets, and the job 
taught me a lot about working in a fast-paced 
industry, dealing with both customers and 
suppliers. In fact, the system is still in use 
today!

Where might I have heard your name 
before? 
I spent over a decade working within in-
house design teams, so the vast majority of 
the products I’ve designed carry their brand 
names. 

More recently as a freelancer I designed a 
range of products for Stil Furniture that were 
launched in 2013.

What are you working on right now?
I’m working on a number of different 
projects currently, including an exciting new 
collaboration with Nathan Furniture.

On design

How do you mentally prepare yourself for 
work each day?
I take the dog for a walk! As well as giving 
me a bit of exercise each day it means I’m 
away from my workspace and it helps to 
focus my mind on the day’s tasks.

A blank sheet of paper can be daunting – 
what inspires you to fill it?
I like solving problems. My background 
in product design perhaps means I tackle 
projects from a slightly different angle. One 
common theme that runs through my work is 
maximising the functionality and usefulness 
of a product – I constantly question why a 
product works as it does, and how it can 
potentially be redesigned to offer more to 
the end user. I’m passionate about hardware, 
materials and manufacturing processes, 
and I love working directly with the people 
producing my designs. 

We often compromise designs to make them 
commercial – how do you maintain your 
quality despite such pressures?
It may sound like too simple an answer, but 
it is incredibly important to fully understand 
your clients’ requirements. Budgets, 
timescales, materials, logistics, etc – all have 
a bearing on the end product, way before 
aesthetics come into play. My desire to do 
things differently (hopefully) ensures that 
I maintain a level of quality throughout 
everything I do.

Which area of your work do you enjoy the 
most – and the least?
Design can be an extremely frustrating 
occupation! I absolutely love the creative 

“I’m passionate about hardware, materials and manufacturing 

processes, and I love working directly with the people producing 

my designs”“

>>>

Unity coat hook
Tall bookcase workstation, from 
the Stil Furniture Scribe collection
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“Budgets, timescales, materials, logistics, etc – all have a bearing 

on the end product, way before aesthetics come into play”“

aspect of what I do and I’m always extremely 
excited to see my designs in physical form for 
the first time. As a freelancer I miss working 
within a team on a day-to-day basis, but 
establishing close relationships with my 
clients goes some way to overcoming that 
issue. On days where there is no-one around 
to bounce ideas off, I have been known to 
discuss designs with Mitch, our six-year-old 
collie!

Describe one of your favourite designs, and 
explain why it inspires you
I really admire Dieter Rams’ work, and his 
606 Universal Shelving System is a personal 
favourite of mine. Perhaps it’s because it is 
an industrial designer’s take on furniture, but 
I absolutely adore the modular aspect, the 
materials used, the functionality and the fact 
that absolutely every aspect of the product 
– from design to production to installation 
and delivery – has been thought about 
thoroughly.

Which is your favourite designer retailer, 
and what is it doing right?
I’d have to say John Lewis. I have experience 
with them both as a supplier and a consumer 

and I think they treat design with a great 
deal of respect. They communicate design 
and quality to their customers in a great way 
and, combined with a very well-considered 
product offer, this helps to differentiate them 
from other retailers.

On today’s furniture market

Sum up today’s UK domestic furniture 
design in three words …
On the up.

What aspects of it make you despair? And, 
conversely, hopeful?
A lack of differentiation frustrates me – 
companies offering “me too” products 
attracting consumers on a price-only basis. 
I despair when I see out-and-out copies of 
already established designs. Thankfully, 
today’s consumer is increasingly design-
aware, and this is helping designers and 
manufacturers push things on a little in terms 
of design, style and product offer.

Do you feel that the industry adequately 
supports designers?
Yes and no. Without question, all of the 

companies I work with as a freelancer 
appreciate the role design plays in 
differentiating them from the competition, 
but I have also had first-hand experience of 
design being viewed as an unnecessary cost. 

Furniture manufacturers are increasingly 
attributing designers’ names to their 
collections, which has to be a positive for 
all designers out there. The industry – 
manufacturers and suppliers – have now 
realised that a designer is an essential part 
of their business model, which is great, but 
we still don’t give recognition and support to 
designers and design in the same way as the 
fashion industry does. 

What’s the last design that really caught 
your eye?
A fibreglass and solid wood upholstered chair 
designed by a product design student at 
Staffordshire University for their final project. 
Not only was the design well thought out and 
executed, but the passion they demonstrated 
for furniture design as a whole was extremely 
refreshing. 

I’ve given a couple of guest lectures at 
‘Staffs’ over recent years and I’m pleased 
that I was able to communicate my 
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Unity small fabric shelf

Z

Proud to announce new console tables and square dining

 tables to give wider variety in our ranges

If interested contact our Northern Showroom: 696 Oldham Road, Failsworth, Manchester, M35 9FB 
or Southern Showroom: East Duck, Lees Lane, Enfield, EN3 7SR

Please contact Alistair on: 0800 772 0807 or info@homeinc.co.uk

www.homeinc.co.uk

Home Inc. Premium Indoor Furniture for the Trade

- Exclusive Designs - Fully Assembled - Free Delivery on Orders Over £750 

- Free Next Day Collection from our Warehouse - Direct Containers Option

Home Incv2.indd   1 26/08/2016   10:33Furniture News 330 V6.indd   130 26/08/2016   11:54



own passion for the industry to at least one 
student!

What’s the future of furniture design?
Not an easy question to answer. I suppose it 
depends very much on the individual market 
sectors within our industry. Price will always 
be a factor at one end of the market, and as 
a result I don’t think that there’s a great deal 
that design and designers can offer at this 
level. 

Economic uncertainty is always worrying 
for a designer, but hopefully consumers’ 
increasing awareness of design and an 
interest in a design’s provenance – spurred on 
by a resurgence in arts and crafts – coupled 
with environmental issues and an increasing 
need for sustainability, means there are 
interesting times ahead.

On the industry

Which industry event or platform gives a 
designer the best step up? 
I have to say that I’ve always been a little 
underwhelmed by mainstream events here 
in the UK. Our capital city embraces design 
the best, with events such as London Design 
Fair, Tent and Clerkenwell Design Week. I’ve 
visited imm cologne, Stockholm Furniture Fair 
and Maison et Objet in Paris, and at all three 
it just feels like design is a little more at home 
in these mainstream overseas environments 
than it is at the UK’s more commercial 
gatherings.

What design website do you visit most 
often?
I receive daily emails from a number of design 
journals, and I find Designboom one of the 
most enlightening. Its daily digest comes in 
around lunchtime and it covers everything 
from architecture to craft to transport, and of 
course furniture.

What’s the biggest challenge you face?
Having enough time to get everything that is 
in my head down on paper!

How do you think the industry views 
designers?
In an increasingly positive light.

What advice would you give to young 
designers just starting out in the industry?
Stick at it. Learn. 

End each day knowing more than you did 
at the start. 

Be passionate about your subject. Be 
different, and be yourself. Don’t take things 
too seriously! 

“On days where there is no-one around to bounce ideas off, I 

have been known to discuss designs with Mitch, our six-year-old 

collie!”“

“I start my day in exactly the same way! 
Walking the dog is a great way to wake 
yourself up and blow out the cobwebs 
before getting in the office. Sometimes my 
six-month old comes along too so my wife 
can get a little more sleep!

“It will be interesting to see how Brexit 
affects the lives of designers. Uncertainty 
is not great in our profession, and as Ian 
points out, when “design [is] viewed as an 
unnecessary cost” creatives are often the 
first cost saver to be implemented. 

“This was definitely the case for me 
in the last recession – albeit somewhat 
delayed after the initial crash. Work dried 
up as businesses decided to just sell what 
they had rather than risk new investment. 

Fortunately, I managed to weather the 
storm of what I now refer to as ‘the bad 
year’ and actually turned some of the 
negatives into positives. 

“This kind of adversity forces you to re-
evaluate your pricing structure, and made 
me a lot more open to flexibility in terms 
of how I charge out my time. During that 
period I speculatively designed the Brunel 
range for Heal’s, which continues to be 
their best seller to this day.

“If Brexit causes further financial 
uncertainty then it’s my feeling that 
designers will have a rough time along 
with everyone else – particularly if you are 
freelance. However, I hope that the trend 
towards more designer promotion in the 

middle market continues, and that we’re 
viewed as the vital resource we are.

“Long live the designer!”

Scarlett Design was established in early 2010 
by Rob Scarlett, who began his career when 
he was named the 2003 Young Designer of 
the Year. Subsequently, Rob has played a 
key role in the design teams of some of the 
best-known businesses in the UK furniture 
industry, including Willis & Gambier, Nathan 
Furniture, Mark Webster, Yinihome and 
Skano. He has also enjoyed success with 
ranges launched through retailers such as 
Heal’s, Marks & Spencer, Furniture Village and 
John Lewis.
W scarlettdesignuk.com 

Rob reflects …
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Console table, Stil 
Furniture’s Kontur collection

Side table, part of the Kontur 
collection, Stil Furniture

Premier supplier of furniture fixings and hardware

Architectural Ironmongery

Drawer Runners 

Furniture Fittings

Hinges

Handles & Knobs 

Kitchen Hardware

Wood Carvings & Turnings

SCF Hardware Ltd, Unit 1 Brook Road, Wimborne, Dorset BH21 2BH   t: +44 (0)1202 857140   f: +44 (0)1202 884419   e: sales@scfhardware.com

For a copy of  
our new catalogue 
please call us on 

01202 857140
or go to our  

website

www.scfhardware.co.uk
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