
Professional

36

IN TERMS of technology, working across 
countries and time zones has never been 
easier. In fact it is hard to think how 
anyone ever managed without WhatsApp, 
Facebook Messenger, and Skype, let alone 
ran an international business in the days 
before cloud storage and email. But 
despite these advancements, language 
barriers, legislation differences, and 
cultural expectations mean taking on a 
project in Hong Kong is always going to be 
more complex than working on one in Hull.

Architect Thomas Griem of TG Studio 
Architecture and Design believes overseas 
clients have the highest expectations. 
“When you get a commission in another 
country, you have been selected for your 
excellence and beaten all the local fi rms,” 
he says. “The expense for the client is 
higher, so the expectation is greater. 
Everything about the project has to stand 
out, as no corners were cut hiring you.”

Designer Rebekah Caudwell, who has 
offi ces in London and New York, notes that 
working across time zones can be 
exhausting, depending on your approach. 
“Time differences are only an issue if you 
value sleep or a social life,” she says. “You 
just have to be prepared to work longer 
hours and to accept that there will be less 
downtime.” The key to success, she 
believes, is to have the right person on site. 
“You absolutely have to have a right-hand 
man on the ground - someone you trust 
with every detail, who will breathe and 
sleep the project and manage some of the 

time zone disruption,” Caudwell explains. 
“If you don’t have that person, don’t do the 
project. You won’t be happy and neither 
will the client.”

Tara Bernerd, of architecture and design 
studio Tara Bernerd & Partners, agrees. “We 
always work closely with an appointed local 
project architect who implements our 
designs on site, and this is crucial to ensure 
the design intent is upheld throughout 
installation,” she says. “While a lot of what 
we do can often be communicated via 
conference call or GoTo Meeting software, 
site visits are integral to the success of any 
project and my team and I will always be 
present at various points throughout the 
process to liaise directly with the clients 
and the construction team.” 

Having a local representative also helps 
to ensure regulatory compliance, adds 
Thomas Griem. “I always insist that a local 
manager or architect is used to ensure that 
local requirements are met,” he says. “It 
would be more expensive and time 
consuming for us to have to obtain all that 
knowledge fi rst.” Designer Nicky Dobree 
works on projects across Europe – 
including in non-EU Switzerland, where the 
red tape can be a nightmare. “There is an 
enormous amount of paperwork in our 
industry at the best of times and especially 
when importing outside of the EU,” she 
says. “But we have good systems in place 
to manage the process.” 

Some professionals decide the best way 
to work overseas is to open satellite 

studios. Designer Katharine Pooley, for 
example, set up an offi ce in Doha to deal 
with initial enquiries from local clients, 
while using London-based staff for the 
interior design itself. “The Doha offi ce 
works as an extension of the London 
offi ce,” she says. “We have a local team to 
visit properties and meet with clients to 
gain an initial insight into their visions, and 
relay this information to the London team.” 
the Gulf team also help their London 
counterparts with any differences in 
language and culture. “We work very 
closely together, and the Doha team is vital 
to our success in the Gulf,” Pooley explains. 
“Having the offi ce there helps lower the 
amount of travel by relaying initial site 
measures, images and briefs to us in 
London – meaning our fi rst meeting with 
the clients can be a design meeting and 
not just a briefi ng meeting.”

Thomas Griem took it a step further and 
opened a Hong Kong branch of his practice. 
But staffi ng issues proved insurmountable. 
“I kept it going for two years with regular 
visits. I recruited local staff and UK staff 
would only visit. But to make this set-up 
work, it requires a local offi ce manager 
either from the UK or abroad,” he says. “In 
the end, it was a human resource issue. 
Overseeing the staff in Hong Kong meant 
fl ying over on a monthly basis; the option 
was either to fully commit and move over 
there or fi nd a local offi ce head to grow the 
Hong Kong branch. I didn’t fi nd a suitable 
local candidate nor did any of my senior 

Going 
global

by Kay Hill

Managing an international business from a small island is 
always going to be a challenge. We ask design professionals 

for their views on the best way to work with clients to manage 
residential projects overseas

036-039_Studio14_Professional Feature SG KB.indd   36 19/02/2018   16:59



G
ra

ci
e

la
 C

at
ta

ro
ss

i

P
h

ili
p

 V
ile

Professional

37

 
“Rather than 
setting up a new 
studio abroad, we 
often set up 
satellite offices 
when our work 
requires it.”

Tara Bernerd, founder 
of interior architectural 
practice Tara Bernerd 
& Partners (Hong 
Kong project, left)

 
‘I would never try 
to find a designer 
through an agency 
- they should be 
coming to me 
directly with their 
own CV.’

Nicky Dobree, 
founder of Nicky 
Dobree Interior 
Design (project in 
France, right) 
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staff fancy moving there – so I closed the 
office.”

Others opt for a less permanent solution. 
Tara Bernerd, for example. Although she 
only has a permanent office in London, it 
doesn’t dictate where the firm actually 
works. “In fact, we currently only have one 
live project here in the UK, but we have 
projects spanning the globe from LA to 
Osaka. Rather than setting up another 
studio abroad, we often set up satellite 
offices when our work requires it,” she says. 
“We currently have a presence in New York 
and Hong Kong to keep up with the 
demands of our live pipeline. This allows a 
certain flexibility and means we can take a 
more organic approach with teams and 
workloads. However, never say never – I 
would be open to more permanent 
outposts in the US and Asia if the work 
demanded it.”

For any designer working overseas, 
language skills are a huge advantage. “In 
my office we speak English, German, 

 
“The Doha team is 
vital to our 
success in the 
Gulf.” 

Katharine Pooley, 
interior designer and 
founder of Katharine 
Pooley Design Studio 

 
“It’s important to 
respect any 
cultural differences 
and etiquette, even 
if it might be a little 
different than our 
normal way of 
doing things.”

Alison Teverini, 
co-founder of 
Milward Teverini 
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French, Spanish, Russian, Italian and 
Chinese fluently,” says Thomas Griem. 
Cultural fluency is just as important. 
Designer Alison Teverini of Milward 
Teverini works extensively in Singapore 
and Hong Kong. “It’s important to respect 
any cultural differences and etiquette,” she 
says. “Even if it might be a little different 
to our normal way of doing things.” 

Rebekah Cauldwell agrees. “With any 
client, cultural and religious sensitivity is 
critical. You cannot hope to produce a 
harmonious design for someone if you do 
not understand their background and core 
values,” she explains. “Will they appreciate a 
photo of a nude or would it be deeply 
offensive? And you have to look a lot deeper 
than that. For example, I love yellow and for 
me it brings the sun inside. But in France it 
is connected with jealousy, betrayal and 
weakness, whereas in China it is associated 
with pornography. It is best to know that 
before you present a client with a master 
bedroom scheme board all in yellow.”  

 
“When you get a 
commission in 
another country, 
you have been 
selected for your 
excellence and 
beaten all the  
local firms.” 

Thomas Griem, 
architect and founder 
of TG-Studio (project 
in Bali, left)

 
“Time differences 
are only an issue if 
you value sleep or 
a social life. You 
have to be 
prepared to work 
longer hours.” 

Rebekah Caudwell, 
founder of Rebekah 
Caudwell Design (US 
project, right)
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