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Sense of Place
Each of the participants in the roundtable agree that Hong Kong and
Singapore remain the key regional centres for design. The cities account for
the big number of multinational organisations who have their headquarters
in either city.
Alex Brazier is Creative Director at Lead 8, a recently established architectural
practice specialising in master planning, interior design and large-scale retail
projects. “I would probably talk about design more holistically,” he says. “I
think Hong Kong is known more as a financial hub, and it seems that there is
a cultural shift going on now as the creative industries gain more momentum.
It’s actually an exciting time of development for Hong Kong, an opportunity to
examine its own cultural identity as a city on the edge of China and a major
regional hub.”
PMDL is an architecture, master planning and interior design practice with
offices in Sydney, Melbourne and Hong Kong. PMDL associate Aino Kavantera
says Hong Kong is known internationally as a trading centre, a commercial
centre and certainly a shopping centre, but with retail becoming more about
the lifestyle than the shopping, what is required are destinations that attract
people to eat and shop.

Change Makers
“The market wants innovation,” she says. “It’s demanding it.” These changes in
the marketplace ensure that it is an interesting time to be a designer.
Turnbull agrees. “The traditional idea of interior design has its origins in an
approach that is primarily decorative, but due to greater market competition,
this approach is being challenged and will ultimately be superceded by a design
process that is defined by innovation rather than just appearance. Business
optimization and brand performance are at the heart of this discussion.”
Kavantera agrees, adding that there is a curiosity in Hong Kong, a city
that is open to anything new. “Perhaps there is a place for new things and
a new food scene people haven’t tried before.” She says. “They embrace
that enthusiastically, even seeing long queues forming outside of new
venues. The market is definitely ready but it is probably not here just yet.”
Although the population may embrace changes to fringes of the city’s
social fabric, Hong Kong remains a conservative city and is much slower to
change, according to Keefe.
Tom Herron is a principal at multidisciplinary international design practice
HASSELL. “In interesting shift we are seeing is a movement away from
design briefs that are being driven firstly and fundamentally by operational
requirements. Organisations are more and more seeing the importance of
a brand, DNA or culture not just being expressed and experienced by their
clients or customers with commonplace expressions of branding or identity.
Cultural identity must go beyond branding and manifest as a unique day-today experience for talent, as well as clients and customers. And, the operational
models and briefs need to support this.”
“Hong Kong is still a regional hub that attracts top talent. As the regional
economy continues to grow, clients have increasing pressure to differentiate
their work, hospitality or retail environments from their competitors in order
to attract the best talent, as well as new customers or clients. In-turn, there an
increasing demand for innovation from the designers they engage to give them
a competitive advantage.”

Considering Culture
How can the trend to a more experiential style manifest locally? Lee says
it always goes back to what is culturally relevant. “Hong Kong has long
aspired to internationalised design and this will continue,” she says. “What
is becoming interesting is what you see contextually in say, Yau Ma Tei or
in Tin Hau, I’m talking specifically about hotel experiences, small locations
that are all about innovation and getting the local community involved and
creating a very bespoke experience which pulls away from convention.
Rather than the designers creating something new this allows evolution
from within the community.
“In terms of cultural experiences, it’s all about local innovations. It’s about
taking in and getting the local community involved, creating a very interesting
experience, which is supposed to create affection, while leaving it to the
community. We are not going to reinterpret it or redefine it so much.”
She says the era of big landmarks has passed. The only way to keep travellers
coming back to Hong Kong is rediscovery, having new places to discover.
Perhaps in this way Hong Kong needs to rebrand itself so travellers know
there is much more to the city than half a dozen iconic tourist experiences.

Hearing Voices
Among the roundtable participants, there is an acceptance of a need to include
different voices. Brazier notes that one challenge design professionals face in
Hong Kong is the linear hierarchy and a seeming unwillingness to voice one’s
opinion unless permission has been given.
“I think it gets really interesting when the clients get into a relationship with
the consultants. Once you have gone through the process it is very much
based on loyalty and trust. When you’ve crossed that bridge it can go really,
really well and you get more benefit and often a lot more work from it,” says
Brazier. “But you have to get through that difficult process first.”
While the larger practices are interacting with tertiary institutions, offering
internships and other initiatives to gauge the brightest talent emerging into
the market the speakers note that there are some dramatic changes afoot.
Herron notes that at HASSELL, there is an effort made to design the work
environment to help graduates ease from university into the work force.
Lee says: “The biggest challenge to recruitment is that nobody actually wants
a full time job. They want to be consultants, freelancers. What young people
crave now is constant change, they want the full experience.”
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