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Above: So-Young Kang of 
Awaken Group (left) and Natalie 
Louey of Geyer (right) have 
previously worked together on 
a number of projects
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HOSPITALITY 
IN FLUX
IN CONVERSATION: 
SO-YOUNG KANG AND 
NATALIE LOUEY

A TRANSFORMATION 
CONSULTANT AND AN 
INTERIOR DESIGNER 
DISCUSS THE MASSIVE 
CHANGES AFFECTING 
THE HOSPITALITY 
INDUSTRY AND THE 
VALUE OF NEW 
DESIGN PROCESSES IN 
ACHIEVING MEMORABLE 
GUEST EXPERIENCES. 

I n t e r v i e w  »  N a r e l l e  Y a b u k a
P o r t r a i t  »  T a w a n  C o n c h o n n e t
i m a g e s s   »  C o u r t e s y  o f  A w a k e n  G r o u p  a n d  G e y e r
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Above: The NEXT Hotel in 
Brisbane, designed by Geyer, 
reinvented an underper-
forming property with a new 
approach based on insights 
into business travellers

Opposite: A dining venue at 
the NEXT Hotel, designed 
by Geyer. Photographs of 
NEXT Hotel by Christopher 
Frederick Jones

Natalie Louey (NL) A lot of work in hospitality 
is driven by an archaic or stereotypical process of 
finding out what the ‘new thing’ is. What is going 
to build loyalty from a brand point of view, and 
what will be the next new idea that’s going to make 
a difference to travellers? Part of what I’ve learned 
in recent years is that there is much more humility 
these days in the way people make decisions  
about travel. 

In hospitality, the guest touch points and service 
points make a difference to an experience. They 
should be tied to a design process that enables 
the designer to prompt the owner or operator to 
think outside the norm of their core values and 
mission statements. And our past projects together, 
So-Young, were a real eye opener for me in terms of 
approaching and setting up a scenario where we’re 
able to reach beyond what the mission statement or 
brand standards proclaim. 
So-Young Kang (SYK) Transformation design is a 
very new field. It’s actually the application of design 
thinking and a user-centric process to the designing 
of innovative solutions in alignment with core 
values and purpose.
NL It’s not something that’s normally talked about 
in any sector of design. 
SYK No. In fact we’re pioneering. I’ve found a few 
other companies that do similar things in the US. 
I have not found any in Asia, the Middle East or 
Africa. In the past, you would be in your world and 
I would be in mine. What we’re doing is integrating 
multiple disciplines that normally don’t sit together 
– business, design and leadership – to do holistic 
transformation. I call it the inside-out process. It’s 
taking what’s on the inside of a person, a leader, 
an organisation – their motivations, needs, visions 
and values – and translating that into something 
tangible on the outside that’s visible in terms  
of design.
NL What’s interesting is that the kinds of insights 
drawn out of your process aren’t necessarily direct 
questions about the business itself. There are a lot 
of aspirational values that people are able to express, 

which give a much better understanding of what 
ideas need to be addressed. This can ultimately lead 
to a more thoughtful outcome and a differential for 
the brand. 
SYK It’s fun taking people out of their current 
environment and making them question why they 
do what they do. They’ll talk about functional 
and objective-based things. But then there’s the 
motivational side – the passion that comes from 
their work. And when we can tie people to their 
passion and their motivation, that’s when the magic 
happens. In the hospitality industry, people talk 
about the X factor. What is it? Is it the beautiful 
chandelier? Is it the beautifully designed building? 
We should also ask, what is that X factor in a 
hospitality experience?
NL That’s right. ‘Authentic’ is a word that design 
studios use quite often. It also comes up in the 
operational side of hospitality. We like to ask what 
‘authentic’ really means, and why something would 
be ‘authentic’. We’re flying into Bali next week 
purely to look into what ‘authentic’ means there 
for the hotel we’re doing at Jimbaran Bay [Hotel 
Indigo]. We could look on the internet. We have 
the ability to search to find out what people’s 
perceptions of ‘authentic’ are. But from our point 
of view and the hotel’s point of view, it’s about 
finding something much more interesting. 

I think that when people travel, it’s one thing 
to take a picture of a beautiful sunset and say, “I’m 
feeling this and it’s an authentic experience.” It’s 
another to have had a meal cooked by a third-
generation grandmother who picked the herbs from 
her garden to cook. That kind of authenticity is 
very much about understanding why it’s authentic 
rather than using representation or a symbol. 
SYK What you’re talking about is story. ‘Authentic’ 
is real human stories. I think people are hungry for 
stories these days.
NL They are.
SYK They’re looking for inspiration or someone to 
relate to. 
NL Yes, identification.
SYK They’re looking for comfort or to be wowed 
and inspired.
NL Or to be shown the path to something new 
that they think ‘defines’ them, or allows them to 
experience something completely different. The 
normal design process we go through – concept, 
design development and documentation – is very 
regimented, and timelines don’t always allow us to 
test our insights and push the potential of a project. 
But I think the reason why small design groups 
are popping up and why companies such as Geyer 
are branching into new areas is that we understand 
there’s a need to provide a way for people to be able 
to produce something differently. At the interface 

M o r e  t h a n  m a n y  o t h e r  i n d u s t r i e s ,  hospitality is very much in a state of flux. Well versed 
in the challenges created by new modes of service and multiple brands are transformation consultant So-Young 
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of what Awaken Group does and what Geyer does 
is a conversation. It’s not a document that gets 
handed over. 
SYK Yes the co-creation process is really important. 
We come up with all these user needs. What you’re 
brilliant at doing is taking those needs and personas 
and actualising them into design. We co-create.

The whole practice of transformation design 
actually emerged very authentically. When 
we looked around the world, we felt needed 
because everything is being disrupted right now. 
Hospitality, for example, is being disrupted by 
Airbnb. Because you have every industry in the 
world being disrupted, there’s a really drastic need 
for transformation. The approaches in the past 
were based on silos; clients would hire you and me 
separately, the business strategist separately, the 
coach separately, the trainer separately. What ended 
up happening is you’d have lots of activities and 
efforts, but they wouldn’t be complementing each 
other. 

“PART OF WHAT I’VE LEARNED IN RECENT 
YEARS IS THAT THERE IS MUCH MORE 
HUMILITY THESE DAYS IN THE WAY PEOPLE 
MAKE DECISIONS ABOUT TRAVEL.”

»  N a t a l i e  L o u e y

NL There was a disconnect. But the ways that 
design projects come about are so varied now. So 
it’s not typically that someone has mentioned your 
name, you receive a RFP [Request For Proposal], 
you respond to the RFP in the template format 
and you cross your fingers and hope for the best. 
There’s a lot of competition in the market now. 
And I think the difference we can make is that we 
can have a conversation with the client first, find 
alignment, go under the surface and discover why 
the project has come about and what it can be. 

At the end of the day with hospitality, it’s about 
being able to engage people differently, change 
behaviour, create memories and find the unique 
layers that make a place comfortable. I think 
the days of pompous five-star establishments are 
fading quickly. The owners and operators who 
talk about hospitality embracing the community 
are essentially saying they want to feel part of 
something bigger – un uplifting experience with 
deeper foundations.



Top: A page from a brand 
guide developed by Awaken 
Group for travel services 
company Port & Porters

Bottom: Perth establishment 
VENN, designed by Geyer, is 
a store, cafe/bar and gallery 
within a century-old flour mill. 
Photo by Dmax Photography
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“IF YOU’RE STILL USING THE SAME 
APPROACH, YOUR TIMELINE MIGHT BE 
RUNNING OUT BECAUSE THE WORLD HAS 
MOVED BEYOND YOU.”

»  S o - Y o u n g  K a n g

SYK That’s where you see the whole disruption 
of the industry with Airbnb. The people using 
Airbnb are looking for personalised experiences and 
memories – something that’s not standard. So in 
light of that industry shift, as a hospitality person 
you should be alarmed. You should be scared, 
wondering how do we now differentiate? If you’re 
still using the same approach, the same techniques, 
the same ways of going about your next design, 
your timeline might be running out because the 
world has moved beyond you.
NL Yes exactly. The values that go along with 
traditional international branded hotels are security, 
consistency, reliability, and a minimum standard of 
what they’ll provide. So you feel safe making that 
decision. But there is a boredom associated with 

that predictability. Hospitality is one of those spaces 
where people are always searching for something 
special and something that expresses who they are. 
SYK From an industry perspective, when you 
look at innovation and disruptions, I think the big 
question should be, what is the Airbnb experience 
giving to guests, and how do we learn from that to 
stay at the cutting edge? You have your hard assets 
that you need to capitalise on over time, but then 
how do you create that X factor so your hotel – for 
that group of people who don’t want the Airbnb 
experience – becomes the hotel of choice? That’s 
where the competition is only going to get stiffer.
NL It will. But usually, when there’s something 
that’s very different from the norm, it’s criticised. 
I’ve had people ask me, “What if someone hates 
what you design?” My usual response is, “Well at 
least they’re talking about it.” What I’ve noticed, 
predominantly in international hotel groups, is 
the diversity of the brands they’re creating. They’re 
responding to saturation. In one city, how many 
same-status hotels can you have before that left-
field one suddenly blows them out of the water 
because it gets more attention? Social media is 
really important to hospitality. It generates these 
bucket lists of places that people are posting up. 
People love to tick boxes, and owners love to create 
that box to tick.

So that diversity of brand personality creates 
opportunity. That’s also what’s happening inside 
design studios. You end up having graphic 
designers, filmmakers, a strategist and all these 
different-thinking people combine the thought 
processes. It resets the creative processes to 
hopefully make something different. 
SYK The ingredient for innovation is really 
diversity. You need that process of helpful collision 
to come up with innovation. So Nat, is your work 
at Geyer strictly in the hospitality sector or will you 
feed into projects in other sectors?
NL I’m already feeding into different sectors. I 
come from a mixed professional background. I’ve 
done workplace, retail, residential and hospitality. 
I have an interest in all areas, the strongest being 
hospitality. It’s important for us to think about 
lifestyle destinations in depth and objectively. 
Whether an idea manifests or doesn’t is not crucial. 
It’s the discussion around the insight that matters. 
When an interesting idea emerges in a conversation 
and is thrown around enough, it sometimes gets 
‘parked’. The exciting part comes about when it 
resurfaces and brings about a new perspective. 
Incubation is underestimated. It’s when the most 
significant concepts emerge.
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