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innovation decisions were mostly based on 
incredibly over-simplistic assumptions about 
human behaviour. I decided that if he was the 
benchmark, there was a big opportunity to help 
technologists deal with the complex behaviour 
of the people they mean to help.

M&E: How did you arrive at your 
current position with the BDI?

GB: I’ve spent the 25 years since those 
early days doing just that - guiding innovation 
projects of all kinds towards success by driving 
better connections with customers/users 
and better collaboration between the delivery 
stakeholders. I accepted the BDI’s invitation 
onto the board because I believe passionately 
that the UK needs strong, multi-disciplinary 
innovation networks that comprise designers 
who are humanistic and brand led in approach, 
but rigorous in the delivery of technically 
complex interventions. 

M&E: Given your experience, what 
in your opinion does UK manufacturing and 
engineering do well? Where if anywhere do 
we excel and why?

GB: In general terms, British 
manufacturing does best in specialist areas 
where precise technical knowledge is enough 
to achieve market success. This is because 
creativity is widely celebrated in the UK and 
consequently Britain has some of the world’s 
best creative engineers.

M&E: Where can we improve — 
and how?

GB: Where the UK does less well 
is in the staged refinement of innovation 
towards mass commercialisation and market 
domination. Our innovators are in general 
too content to settle for early exits, selling 
immature intellectual property when they and 
the nation might be better served by importing 
the marketing and management knowledge 
needed to scale up their businesses. Similarly, 
many more mature technology companies 
often lose out to international rivals which 
invest more in understanding the ‘critical non-
essential’ factors that deliver great customer 
experiences. 

M&E: Gus Desbarats, thanks for agreeing to be interviewed 
for Maintenance and Engineering. Perhaps we can begin 
by you telling us where your passion for manufacturing, 
engineering and design comes from?

GD: I’m a bit of a hybrid, a Royal College of Art designer 
with two engineering degrees. This background is at the core 
of the balanced approach to innovation that I practice and 
advocate. 

M&E: Who were your key influences? Is there one 
person or event that stands out in your mind – if so, how and 
why did this affect you?

GB: My main influence was my father, both a successful 
architect and the founding dean of a university design faculty. I 
grew up surrounded by people who believed that a humanistic 
perspective is essential to successful innovation. But I also got 
a firm balancing steer to ‘get an engineering degree first’ when 
I expressed my passion for car design. I took the advice and 
rarely a day goes by without this being useful in some small way.

The other early influence was my first boss, Sir Clive 
Sinclair. He was intellectually brilliant and not insensitive to 
his fellow man, but sadly, as I observed from the inside, his 

The recent launch of the iphone4 highlighted what for many 
remains a pertinent issue — the battle of form versus 
function. While many praised the aesthetic qualities of its 
design others were openly expressing their displeasure 
and even disbelief about the poor functional design 

which apparently impacts 
performance depending on 
how it is held! The subject 
of this issue’s headline 
interview, Guy Desbarats, 
is no stranger to the 
differing ways people and 
industry perceive the value 
and role of design. And, 
as Chairman SE of British 
Design Innovation, he is 
understandably very much 
of the opinion that getting 
the correct perspective 
on design is crucial for 
success for manufacturing 
and engineering companies, 
both now and especially in 
the coming years.

Britain has some of the 
Best Creative Engineers,

but …

M&E: What are the biggest opportunities and threats 
currently facing UK manufacturing and engineering?

GB: The biggest opportunities are in the UK’s global 
competitive advantage at ‘the creative/innovative’ aspect 
of engineering. Demand-side issues like sustainability and 
supply-side progress in areas like IT, nanotechnology and 
polymer electronics are the fuel in a potent mix that the UK 
innovation climate is well placed to spark. 

The main threats are related to the UK’s short term 
business cultures. We are also vulnerable, yet again, to 
frittering away early knowledge leadership because, as a 
nation, we are less able than our competitors to connect the 
different ‘knowledge tribes’ of humanistic/creative, technical, 
commercial and financial specialists.

M&E: Looking ahead, how do you see things five 
years time? What do manufacturers and engineers need to 
be facing up to now in order to be ready for the challenges 
of the future?

GB: The only sure thing is that global competition in 
technology will become more intense. By then a few million 
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��	��What are the main challenges you face in fulfilling 
your role?
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��	��In an ideal world, how would you overcome these?
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��	��What have been some of the most memorable BDI 
successes?
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��	��Where would you want to see the BDI in 5 
years time?
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��	��What would 
you want your contribution 
to have been?
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��	��Lastly, if 
you had 10 minutes with 
every manufacturing and 
engineering MD in the 
country, what 3 general 
items of advice would you 
want to share?
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“Education policy is 
failing in so many 
ways on so many 
levels that prompt 
action is needed 
to ensure the strong 
companies we do 
have don’t need to 
move overseas to 
grow”
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��	��When it comes to design people there can be 
a tendency to talk about this in terms of appearance OR 
purpose. What is the role of the BDI in terms of providing a 
more balanced understanding and appreciation about the 
role and value of design?
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��	��Describe your own role and the aims and 
objectives of this role.
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Above & below: good examples of functional design


