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we first met Rebecca at the launch of Kinnarps’ Arup-
developed Bench F system last April. Little did we know

then of a diverse and fascinating preceding career, and of the amazing
work she is currently undertaking with Arup.

‘I started my professional life at Ford,’ Rebecca begins, raising our
eyebrows for the first of many times over our conversation. ‘I studied
mechanical engineering and was sponsored through that into
production. I was doing gears – I was actually doing coolant fluid
reclamation for the Transit gearbox line!’

Of course she was! We could have guessed at that. Sorry, we let
Rebecca continue. ‘I realised the cool people at Ford were the ones
who went into this other room. You had to get weighed before you
went in and they had these special passes and on the other side of
the door was this beautiful studio with all the concept cars in it, all
with blacked out windows. It was slightly weird because it was so
secretive it shut all the engineers off! They weren’t very good at
integrating and it certainly wasn’t a multi-disciplinary approach to
designing a car. It was a great place – their A&D is amazing and their
engineering is amazing. They get everything right first time, pretty
much – unlike a lot of other car companies.

‘While working at in the design studios at Ford I met a lot of
cool guys who spoke about the RCA, and so I applied and went
there to study industrial design. That was more of an entrepreneurial
course. After that I went straight back out and joined Aston Martin.’

Our eyebrows are raised once again. So, how was working for just
about the coolest brand known to man? ‘That was much more
working on prototypes,’ Rebecca continues to impress us. ‘They were
then ramping up production to 3,000 units a year, compared to Ford
where it was considerably more than that! So it was a much more
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When we’re talking with industry figures, the analogy between the design industry
and automotive business is often used. We wonder if this analogy will be
employed by Arup’s Rebecca Stewart – a lady who has first hand knowledge of
both sectors.
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hands-on approach, which was great. Again, you had the room to flex
a bit in terms of the materials and the processes you use.’

So was Rebecca a petrol-head. ‘Not really,’ she concedes. ‘I was
interested by the engineering and the mechanical side. I also really
liked the feedback – everything you get in a car that operates with
the user, the noise it makes when it reverses, how the hood goes
down, all those things.

‘Unfortunately I wasn’t great at sketch drawing – and most of
those guys are amazing – so I came to Arup. Also, Aston Martin was
brilliant at the beginning because it’s all about the design
development. Then, because there’s so few cars going through, once
the design development is done you have to test it, and I didn’t really
want to be a test engineer.’

So what made Rebecca choose Arup? ‘Working for a car
company, I didn’t feel that great after a while. You do get to produce
these amazing, beautiful designs, but it’s not about making a
particularly green planet! Arup, on the other hand, is particularly
known for that. The nature of the company is that it has a very flat
hierarchy – it is owned by the employees and we have a profit-share
and everyone has a fantastic attitude towards the work. It’s all for the
greater good here really. Arup is also incredibly pioneering. It’s a
really nice company to work for. 

‘It was a completely new idea to do product design here and it
could have gone anywhere. It was yours to run with and to find your
own direction – which was confusing at first, because we have
10,000 people worldwide so it’s quite difficult to know where
product design fits in, especially in a company so well known for
civil engineering.

‘There are so many creative and inventive people here though
who have really new and radical ideas – saving clients money, saving
lives, working with new materials, new processes – so there is an
awful lot to harvest in terms of commercial products, which is what
it has become.

‘We couldn’t really compete on a consulting basis in product
design because of the size of Arup; sitting in big, corporate offices in
the middle of London, the hourly rate would be relatively high
compared to a six-man design studio in Hackney! So we had to find
another way of making it work, a way of harvesting these ideas from
right across the globe and then trying to find the commercial ones
and take them to market. 

‘I’d never been in a consultancy before, so it did take a little time
to find out where it worked and where it didn’t work. We tried a lot
of stuff; we came up with ideas off our own back and then took
them out to companies and asked what they though of them, and, of
course they said they loved it because it was Arup. So when we
looked at how we could make this commercial we were told ‘Oh, we
can’t really afford it – it’s not really part of our strategy…’ 

‘So we backed away from that and now our ideas are often
internally generated on a project – I sit with the Arup Associates,
which is the architectural division here, and they might come up
with an idea specifically for a project they are working on, which we
can then look to take forward as a commercial product for other
buildings and projects. We try to grab things that we find and are
quite unique and then see if we can transfer them – we’ve already
had a great first test and have had to use a manufacturer in the first
place, so we see if we can work a bit further with that manufacturer,
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����������take it further and then see if someone else might like it too. It’s a
long process and you have to get to know a manufacturer very well
and then you have to work out who’s going to go out and sell it!

‘Another area that I find really fascinating, and we are developing,
is where we work with SMEs – and Arup works with a lot of SMEs
– who have got a new process or a new material or a new bi-
product material that they don’t quite know what to do with (and it’s
all sustainably sourced and is the bi-product of another process) but
they’ve realised that there is potential here, they then want to make it
into something. We will work with them to look at how they can
use it and sell it in a product. Paper maulch, for example, is a bi-
product that might well go into a fertiliser, but if you squash it
together with high-pressure it can be used to create boards and
screens. We call this ‘material up the value chain’. 

‘It can be high-risk working in this way, but it’s also very exciting.
It’s about adding on to what Arup can offer.’

We ask Rebecca about the two furniture products she has, to date,
been instrumental in developing with Arup. ‘The first was the Bench
F system for Kinnarps,’ Rebecca reminds us, ‘which was borne out of
an internal need for Arup to have a central framework with a
furniture company. Because we were going to be ordering so many,
we felt that we should properly look at the brief for our employees
and make sure it suits our employees, our FM people and our brand.
We went through that process and I helped formulate the brief for
what the desking system might be for Arup, we had a look at five
different suppliers to see how they sit with the Arup brand and
philosophy – so obviously, we looked for local, sustainable products
within a certain price band – and had a look at whether any
products could fit our brief. It was felt that none of them did

completely fill that brief, so we decided to look at it ourselves. That’s
when manufacturers say ‘Noooo! You think you know what you
want, but you don’t!’ We soon realised we weren’t being too stupid in
some of the design features we wanted and incorporated that into a
new product within a line of furniture that Kinnarps has. 

‘Everything about the design is to support linear desking, but with
individually adjustable height tops. It’s a simple design really, and
Kinnarps felt that it was applicable to wider market because there
isn’t really a comparable product out there. It was a good partnership,
which has evolved.

‘The second furniture project came about when Nowy Styl
approached us. Three or four years ago they bought the mould for a
stadium seat. That was there first foray into the stadium seating
market, although they already did venue seating. They needed a
fresher, cheaper design, so they came to Arup – our sports division is
one of the top two sports architectural divisions in the world – and
wanted us to design the new seat for them. We produced a cost-
effective gravity-tip seat for them, made from PA or PP, depending
on the market it will be used in, with the idea being that we made
the most out of the footprint by taking out the number of
components – there are no bolts and it is installed for the first time
on-site – and it even has a soft close.’

Speaking of soft closes, we thank Rebecca for her time and let her
return to the world of product design. 

As we walk, Rebecca tells us a little about her freelance product
designing career (does this girl ever stop designing?), which started
with a stop-smoking inhalator developed for a friend who was trying
to quit the clutches of the evil leaf. Now that is design making a
difference
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