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INTRODUCTION 

The return of Hong Kong's  sovcrcignt] to China in I997 
marked the end of the British colonial era. It Mas ~ i d e l y  
believed that l'ollou.ing the l o w r i n g  of the Union Jack. Great 
Britain's long influence in Hong Kong \vould recede. making 
room for a greater presence of another MeStern power. the 
United States. Some assumed that hundreds of American 
companies that had been looking for opportunities in Asia 
would use Hong Kong as  an operations base for tlie larger 
Chinamarket.  Honrever. i f the expectation of', orcater success 
has mate r ia l i~ed  to some degree in other sectors of business 
such as  finance. banking or insurance. it certainly has not 
happened in thc architectural s e n  ices companies. During 
the last twelve months most American architectural practices 
have d o w n - s i ~ c d  their Hong Konp offices. either sending 
staff home or laying them off. Some offices have in effect 
been closed down. leaving behind only a small representa- 
t i ~ e  staff. This is an opportune time to exan ine  horn, Ameri- 
can architectural firms react to the market and how successful 
have they becn in Hong Kong. A study was carried out 
recently and inten iews were conducted on a small group ol' 
companies knon~ledgeablc about tlie works done b) the 
American architectural firms in Honp Kong. (Note: The term 
American architectural firms rcl'ers to U S  based architectural 
fil-nis. since there are other architectural firms set up locally 
by architects trained in thc US. and gencrall) regarded as 
local archilectural firms. ) 

THE ARRIYAL OF AXIERICAN FIRhlS 

The presence of Ibreign al-chilccts in Hong Kong dated 
back to the colonial and pre-World War I1 yeah .  as c\,idenccd 
by the firms such as Palmer & Turner (recently changed to P 
& T Architecls and Engineers Ltd.) and Leigh & Orange Ltil. 
Firms m,ith strong British and Commonwealth inllucnce also 
pro\,ed to be \cry successl'ul during tlie post war years. 
securing commiss ion  for major project horn tlie govern- 
mcnt. large liongs (foreign co~npanies  operating main11 in 
Hong Kong). banks and institutions. This tradition persisted 
to the end ol'ancl beyond the colonial era \~.ith the arrival of' 

a new generation ofprominent British architects. notably Sir 
Norman Foster and Terry Farrell. 

Large American architectural firms like Skidmore. Owings 
& Merrill. International Ltd. ( S O M )  arri\ed in the late 1970s 
and earl\' 1980s to work on large commercial projects. 
Unlike their British counterparts. the) mere first b r o u ~ h t  in 
by local developers. who recognized their expertise in de- 
signing commercial buildings. Since then. more American 
architectural firms h a \ c  comc to Hong Kong to practice. I n  
an intervicm. Honghong Land Limited. a prominent local 
developer. points out that during the k c \  years running up to 
1997. ~ v h c n  the cconomy was booming. the number of large 
Anicrican architectural firms working on Hong Kong prosects 
actually increased. These included internationally renowned 
firms like SOM: Kohn Pcderson Fox Associates PC: HOK 
International( AsidPaciSic) Ltci.: Callison Architecture Inc.: 
RTKL International Ltd.: Cesal- Pelli and Associates Inc.: 
Leo  A Daly Pacil'ic Ltd.: and Arquitectonica. Joining forces 
~ . i t l i  local associales. they work on a variety of mostly 
commercial projects. including office buildings. private 
clubs. hotel and office interiors. shopping malls. and. to a 
lcsscr extent. special buildings such as con\ention centers. 
stadiums. and other  institutional buildings. 

THE AhlERICAN EXPERTISE 

When local developers are asked about why they hire 
American architects. most respond that the single most 
important factor is American expertise. This is partly due to 
the globali7ing trends in ewryday  life. hut i t  also stems from 
the international nature of Hong Kong. ~ h i c l i  has bccome a 
major financial center. 

Learned I'rorn experience. Hongkong Land Ltd. finds o ~ l t  
that prospcctiw tenant> often demand commercial offices 
that match top American .;tandards. American architects with 
abundant experience ti-on) \\orking on similar developments 
in other parts of' the uorld can g i \ c  better assurance in 
achieving such standards. Besides. leasing decisions b!, 
many international corporations arc no longer made in their 
Hong Kong ol'l'ices but h], I'acilities managers in their head 
offices locatcd in the U.S.. home to the Amcrican architects. 
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It is therefore natural that American firms would be consid- 
ered favorably in the selection process for tlie prqlect. An- 
other pro~ninent local developer. Hang Lung Group. cites the 
Hong Kong shopping public's sophi\tication and desire for 
stimulating shopping environments and statcof-the-art shop- 
ping niall designs. Again. tlie American architects' experi- 
encc has been crucial to their success in gelling these kinds 
of shopping mall design projects. 

It seems thatregardless ofprojcct sires. a kel to the success 
en.ioyed by American architects in getting these jobs has 
been largely due to their cxpertisc. Tlic principals of Genslcr 
International ( H K )  Ltd. said during the inter\'iew that thcir 
office has done man! interior design projects for lauyers. 
They admitted having an cdgc over local interior design 
firms sincc the\ could sIio\\ their prospective clients the 
interior design and space allocation ol'hundreds of lawyers' 
ofl'ices all over the world. done by Gensler's branch ol'fices. 
Based on the experience I'rom such a large portfolio of' 
pro,jects. they can give tlieir clients the kind of expert advice 
that no local interior designer can match. 

PRACTICE IN HONG KONG 

During tlie inter\.iews. many similar success stories were 
told. It would be interesting to find out hot\ successful al'tcr 
all. the American architects have become in Hong Kong. One 
of tlie common ways to measure the success rate of a business 
sector is to look at its market share. With such a strong 
background in expertiw. the local market share of major 
American archilectural firms has been surprisingly small. 
Based on the feed-backs during the interviews. there is a 
consensus among developers as well as local and American 
architects. that the total market share taken by all foreign 
architectural firms (Americans included) is less than 10 
percent of the total architectural ser\,ices workload. This is 
an indication that although American architectural firms 
have been more si~ccessful in breaking into the higher end 
commercial markets. as foreign consultants. generally they 
have not been as successful in acces ing  other sectors of'local 
developmenti which provide thc bulk of' the local architec- 
tural services work. 

For example. more tliun 50 percent of tlie local de\,elop- 
mcnt volunie consists of residential buildings. Some Anieri- 
can architects interviened admit that they are not totally 
cornfortablc nit11 handling local residential prc$ects. since 
they are still not familiar with local market trend\ and 
complicated code requiremenls. On the other hand. the local 
developer. Hang Lung Group. who has used a number of 
American architects on commercial pro,jects also thinks that 
designing residential buildings for the local market is not an 
area of strength for American architects. Compared with 
local architects. American architect?' services usually entail 
histier consultants' Sees. In residential building design. 
Hang Lung Group finds higher fccs ma) not necessarily bring 
added value to the end product. since American architects are 
generally not as  flexihlc and responsive to design changes 

to cope with the ever-cliansing market needs as their local 
counterparts. 

Yet anothcr Amcrican architect. wlio has recently left tlic 
Hong Kong office ol'a prominent American firm. attributed 
the reluctance of' his former cornpan!/ from entering tlie local 
market to thc marketing strategies set down b! thc U.S .  licacl 
officc. The concern to uphold an up-scalc international 
image ol ' thc I'irm has brought about decisions against the 
pursuit of an! less-than-prestigious project in Hong Kong. 
As aresult. formore than ten years' operation in Hong Kong. 
thc numbcr of local projects liandlcd by this I'irrn ha5 re- 
mained relative11 small. 

Due to relatively high operation costs, it has not been easy 
for any American firm to maintain an officc in Hong Kong. 
To just i i j  a local office. i t  has been common to use the Hong 
Kong office as a regional center to service not only Hong 
Kong. but also China and the South East Asian countries. 
handling a \ arictq of acti\-ities ranging from business d e w -  
opment, liaison and coordination to project design and 
production. When asked about the reasons for choosing 
Hong Kong as its operation base o \ w  other Asian locations. 
the principal of Skidmore. Owings Nr Merrill. International 
Ltd.. an American firm with long standing in Hong Kong 
pointed to the reliable and convenicnt comniunication sys- 
tems (both electronic and physical): ready access to the 
international banking and legal servicts: a high quality. 
expericnccd and sophisticated local work force to support its 
activities and the ease of reaching any part of China. In recent 
years. there has been an increasing number ol'American firms 
getting involved in prqiects in China. such as the Jin Mao 
Building. the Shanghai World Financial Center. South Pa- 
cific Plaza. Union Square. Shanghai Space City and the 
Grand Gatewa). All of these are very substantial projects 
involving multi-millions ol'dollars for de\vlopment. 

CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

Among tht  design of different building types. none is 
affected more by the local culture than the design of residen- 
tial buildings. Hong Konp's high-density development and 
high land cost contributc to a need I'or high rise residential 
buildings of high efficiency layouts for multiples of small 
li\,ing units. An understanding of the local culture is essen- 
tial. since many design criteria derive directlq from tlie 
everyday lives of'Hong Kong families wlio may h a \ c  a set of 
values quite different li-om U.S. I'amilies. For example. tlie 
idea of' adequate space for libing. the scnse of pr i \acy.  the 
function and flexibilit> ol'intcrior space. design I'or extended 
family living. requirements for live-in house maids. furniture 
layout. kitchen layout and cooking habits have to be de- 
signed to suit the local requircrnents. 

Some understancling of common 'fung shui' principles is 
also helpful in tht. design of residential buildings. so  that 
they c o ~ ~ l d  become more acceptable to the potential buyers. 
The common concerns are about the orientations of the 
buildings, the main entrance design. the \ icws and the 
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opposite okjccts facing the windows. the location of sharp 
corners and their treatments. thc color schemes and thc 
shapes or the interior and exterior spaces. 

To  o\rerconw the cultural barricrmaq not be easy for man! 
American architects u i th  a limited exposurc to Asian and 
particularl! Hong Kong culture. A prominent Chinese 
American architcct. who has practiced in Hong Kong for a 
long time points out that many American architects still 
p w k r  open kitchens. The), d o  not scc the importance of 
separate and closed kitchens to Chinese familics hecause 
tlicy d o  not ~~nclerstand that Chinesc cooking is quite differ- 
ent I'roni American cooking. Design issues such as  this 
although seem straightfo~-u,ard in finding acceptable solu- 
tions for local architects may bccomc serious hindlmccs to 
I'oreign architects unfamiliar with the li\,ing habits and 
culture of the local community. 

COLLABORATION WTTH LOCAL ARCHITECTS 

When it conlcs to  the mode of collaboration between the 
Arnerican f'irn~s and their local architectural associates. some 
local development companies  hold different opinions. 
Hongkong Land Ltd.. which is in the high class office 
de\,elopment business in Hong Kong. would prefer to see 
both parties working as a team throughout the entire devel- 
opment process. from the inception stage through design and 
construction to project completion. belic\,ing that this is the 
only wal  to cnsure the realization of high quality dcsign on 
the completed building. This company takes thc view that 
thc local office of'an American architect has to play a key part 
in the delivery of the pl-ofessional sen ices  so as to be 
effective. A local officc only actingas arcpresentalive office. 
like a courier for the main office in the U.S.. would not be 
acceptable. 

Another developer. the Hang Lung group. tends to in- 
volve the American architectural firms only during the early 
stages of schematic design since this would be crucial to the 
generation of new and creatibe design concepts. After this 
stage 01' work. the pro,ject u,ould bc taken ovcr by local 
architects who would be responsible for design develop- 
ment. the preparation of production drawings. submissions 
and building contract administration duties. This separation 
of duties between the American and local architects has been 
aclopted in this company for the purpose oi'ensuring a smooth 
and expedient design and development process. an impor- 
tant lactor to kcep the de\.elopment cost and timing under 
control. 

The difference in opinion seems to stem from the different 
nature of the projects involved by American firms. In  thc 
former case. the buildings in \o l \ed  arc mostly high-class 
office buildings intended forthe international market u hcreas 
in the latter case. the building types involved are mostl!, 
residential and shopping centers. 

Irrespective to the building types. the mode of' practice 
undertaken by most American architectural firms in Hong 
Kong tend to rely h c a ~ i l l  on thcil- local associate architects 

to handle the code rcquiremcnts and the submissioniap- 
pro\,al process. Although similar arrangement\ are common 
in the U.S. f'or out-of-statc architects to team up with local 
architectural firms. the adoption of this mode to practice 
~vould  not facilitate the localization ol' American I'irm in 
Hong Kong. Thc interview has found out that at least one 
major American firm. Gensler International ( H K )  Ltd.. in- 
tends to expand their local professional staff to handle the 
building codcs requirements and make submissions on its 
own. 

Since their arrival in Hong Kong in the late 1970's. 
American architectural firms' presence in Hong Kong has 
only been intermittent. With qears' of experience \\,orking 
~ v i t h  American architectural firms. the Hongkong Land Ltd. 
noted that the American architects' interest in the Hung Kong 
market fluctuates with the U.S. economy. When the economy 
in thc U.S. is down. more American architectural firms tend 
to come to Hong Kong. but when the American economy is 
thriving. they tend to leave. Therefore. it is perhaps not 
surprising to see major American firms withdrawing from 
Hong Kong. u h e n  the Arnerican econorn! is doing bell.  
whereas Hong Kong is undergoing a major economic adjust- 
ment. 

This development company continues to point out that 
the single most important factor it uses in choosing an 
American w r s u s  some other architectural firm depends on 
whether that American firm has a local office. This vieu is 
shared by many Hong Kong developers. who particularly 
treasure long term working relationships u,ith their a r c h -  
tects. In particular. they appreciate prompt. responsive. 
direct and dependable services at any time they need them. 
Thc  architectural firms that show a strong commitment to the 
market by staying in business and continue servicing thcir 
clients during lean years seem to reap the harvest of steady 
and repctiti\,c projects later on when the economy reco\ers. 

A ma,jor American firm with long standing in Hong Kong 
pulled out from the market years ago nou  rcgretx I'or that 
decision. It realizes the importance to persist in the market. 
and now pledgex to keep its Hong Kong ofl'ice opcn in thc 
long term despite the currently une~cnt fu l  Asian economy. 

KEYS TO SUCCESS 

From the abo\-e obser\.ations. the three main keys to 
success for  American architectural firms in Hong Kong are: 

1.The need for a long-term vision 
The commitment to Hong Kong is regarded highly b! the 

industry. and is gauged by the continuous presence in Hong 
Kong during better and worse times. servicing the needs 01' 
the industry and the community. Leaving Hong Kong u,lien 
the economy is slou. is not a good idca because it is a strong 
negative sign showing the lack of commitment. The effects 
will be long-lasting. for it will not be easy to re-establish the 
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business connections and thc confidencc in any particular 
company. making it difficult for this company to reen te r  the 
market again when the economy improves. 

2.The advantages from localizing the practice to 
some extent. 

One of thc ways to sustain in a market is to beconie part 
of' it. This can hclp to expand into other business sectors s ~ ~ c h  
as development\ oi'other building types. increa\e the market 
share. diversil'y thc sources of' clicntcles and s t a b i l i ~ e  the 
business. A l t h o ~ ~ g h  the barriers to the local market seem to 
be formidable to many American firms. there ha\,e been 
numerous examples in the past ~vhcrc foreign firms have 
becomc locali7ed and havc then emerged as strong local 
players. 

3. The need to be prepared for dynamic new 
challenges in the Hong Kong and broader Asian 
market. 

Hong Kong is an extrcmelq dynamic citg and a major 
commercial center. Its long exposure to the international 
en\,i~-onmcnt has strongly influenced the flabor of the con- 
sumers and their desire I'or good qualit) living. Business 
decisions by the real estate industry bill he made in response 
to market tlelnands. American firnis operating in such an 
environment will gain thc most benefit if they could be so 
Hexible to play a variety ol'roles. as required by individual 
projectsin collaboration with thcir local counterparts. With 
a strong expertise background. the) arc well positioned to 
capture nen, busines\ opportunities and open up n e n  arena 
i n  Hong Kong and Asia. 

The remarkable successes en.joyed hy the American bank- 
ing. finance and ins~lrance companies in Hong Kong are 
good examples for the American architectural firnis inter- 
ested in setting up practices in Hong Kong. The Bank of 
America (Asia) Ltd.. Citibank N A. and Chase Manhattan 
Bank. h a \ e  311 becomc household names. while Morgan 
Stanley AsiaLtd.. Goldman Sach (Asia) Ltd.s' names appear 
almost everyday in the l'inance sections of most Hong Kong 
neurspapers. All these companies are successful in Honp 
Kong because they have ~ d o p t e d  the above strategies in 
wah s most beneficial to the operations and nature of their 
businesses. 

VIEWS FORFUTURE 

The d c x l o p e r s  intcr\,iewxi arc happq to cite the recent 
stabiIi7ation of propertq priccs as a sign of economic rcco\,- 
crh in Hong Kong. The Honghong Land Ltd. points to the 
pusistence of' a long term and continuous growth pattern 
despite short-term instabilit!. As a measure ol. this cont'i- 
dcnce. this company has recently commenced a multimillion 
dollar. high-class ol'l'icc redevelopment project in Hong 
Kong's Central District. despitc the current over-supply of 

office space. Somc local architects also think the worst is 
alreml) over and the light at the pro\erbial end ol'thc tunnel 
is n o n  \,isiblc. 

The  same up-heat tones are detected durins the interviews 
~ , i t h  a number of American architects. Some American i'irmh 
are prepared to stay on to ride through the economic storm 
despite the current uncertainty. Some are prepared to become 
localized to some extent h! bringing in local professionals 
to handle local issues like code rcquiren~cnts and market 
trends. These decisions have been based on their strong 
conlidence in Hong Kong's long term economq and the 
co~npanies '  staying polver in the local market. 

After solnc 1.c-structuriny. these companies seem t o  be 
prepared to take on new challenges. The fact that their market 
share has been verb limited implies that they h a \ c  a lot 01' 
room to prow. New opportunities are already on the horimn 
such as  the Disney Corporation coming to Hong Konp. and 
major tourist and commel-cia1 de\ elopnients planncti for the 
old Kai Tak Airport sitc. On a wider hol-imn. when China 
e \  entually becomes a member of the Wol-Id Trade Organiza- 
tion. the amount ol'business bet~veen China and the U.S. and 
othcr western countries would g r w  bringing along further 
business oppor t~~ni t i es  for the American architectural firms. 

Hong Kong has always been thought to be a place of' 
f'ortunc. Al'tera period ofeconomic slow-down. the question 
ol'when fortune will return is very much in the minds of man), 
p w p l e .  According to an old Chinese saying. '?ins'  and 
'yanp' arc two opposite and inseparable phenomena of the 
same entity and will continue to alternate I'ore\er. 

NOTES 

The survey 2nd inter\ iews mere conducted in h l q  1999. 1 an1 \er) 
grateful to (he co~npanie\ and indi\iduaI\. \+hi )  hn\e kindl) 
accep~ecl my inlervieu s. including MI-. Percy Weatherall and hlr. 
blichncl I .  Arnold of H o n ~ h o n ~ L a n d  Ltd.. Mr. C1iarlieC.S. Lin. 
Mr. Francis S.\'v'. Yip and Mr. 1 \ m  T.W. Kunr of Hang Lung 
G~.oup. hlr. Dab id F Dumigan of Henclerion Land I>cvelopment 
Co. Ltd.. Mr. Sherman Kung. President ( 1999) ofthe Honp Kong 
Cliaptel- of the .American Imtitute of Architects. Ms. John Diehen 
and MI-. Da\ id Fridlund ol'Gensler International (HK) Ltd.. and 
hlr. Toby Bath of Skid~nore. Ohiny\ & hlerrill. International 
Ltd. 
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