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INDESIGN Luminary Nonda Katsalidis

ANZ Open House, Foolscap Studio
Microsoft, GroupGSA

Society, Russell & George
Indesign’s ‘Social Spaces’ Issue



I N D E S I G N L I V E . C O M156

I N  D E P T H



I N D E S I G N 157

I N  D E P T H

BLENDING
SPACE  

AND TIME
Words Juliet Helmke   Photography Various



I N D E S I G N L I V E . C O M158

I N  D E P T H

According to AusPost’s latest ecommerce industry report released 
in August 2021, shopping online rose a massive 26.9 per cent year-
on-year for the 12 months leading up to 31 July 2021. The fact is 
somewhat unsurprising, given the events of 2020 and COVID-19 
mandates to stay at home. What might not have been anticipated, 
perhaps, is that during the reopening of Australia’s businesses 
between bouts of lockdown, there was not nearly as much drop-off 
in online shopping as you might expect. In November 2020, a month 
in which in-person trading was largely open for business, online 
purchases were up 55.6 per cent over the previous year. 

What this means is that even with the possibility of physical 
shopping as an option, consumer habits are rapidly changing. The 
urgent need to take up new technologies has indoctrinated many into 
a world they had previously resisted or been hesitant to learn how to 
navigate. And the effects of this extend far beyond retail. Browsing 
online is suddenly second nature for almost every consumer, who 
might spend hours comparing options before making any purchase, 
whether that’s an item they ultimately buy in store, have shipped to 
them, or an upcoming dining, travel or entertainment experience.

COVID-19 may have accelerated the process, but it was well on the 
way long before the pandemic hit. The 2018 report, Inside Australian 
Online Shopping, eCommerce update, from Tourism Accommodation 
Australia noted that enhanced video, photos and information were 
already integral parts of a hotel website, and that “many of the new 
boutique hotels and brands are using gamification techniques to 
suit Millennials and other generations who have been brought up 
in an online gaming world, with enhanced graphics, video content, 
functionality, guest interaction, and up to date reviews.” 

Ksenia Starikova, vice president of brand experience at Design 
Hotels, notes that the average user visits 30-plus sites before making 
a booking. “This should be eye opening to hoteliers and reveal the 
importance of strongly engaging with their customer at this level,” 
she says. And she points out that an increase in use has also brought 
about greater trust in online transactions.

Those who craft the physical realities of retail and hospitality 
experiences are well aware that the digital presence of a project has 
rapidly grown in importance in the eyes of their clients. And with 
this evolution has come almost an entirely new understanding of how 
the physical and digital interact.

“My mindset has always been, well before COVID-19, before a lot 
of these technologies have come into play, that we must consider 
the idea of a space that you’re buying before you get there,” says 
Rosie Morley, principal at Fender Katsalidis. Morley’s long 
experience in hotel design taught her about crafting spaces that 
will almost always be purchased sight unseen. That perspective 
allowed her to shift more easily into an active role conceptualising 
how the spaces she creates will be captured digitally in response 
to clients who increasingly wanted to involve her in the process.

She cites hotel designs she was closely involved with, including 
United Places Botanic Gardens in Melbourne and Adelaide’s Oval 
Hotel, as projects that she approached with the idea of designing 
a virtual world before designing a physical one. She learned, 
“you’ve got to make that interaction between the device and the 
building really seamless”.

And that’s what’s happening. In the realm of hospitality and 
retail, the digital experience is no longer a marketing tool – a 
“pre” experience component – with the main purpose of getting 
you into the space. Now it’s before, during, and after. It gets you 
there, it helps you experience the space, and it tempts you back 
after you’ve left.

In the opinion of Barrie Barton, urban strategist and founder of 
Right Angle Studio, the lines between the physical space and the 
digital space are already somewhat a thing of the past. “In recent 
times our more sophisticated hospitality clients have let go of the 
idea that the physical and digital realms of their business can 
even be separated,” Barton says.

“COVID-19 has had a lot to do with that, but in some sense the 
pandemic has just been a time machine, speeding up our arrival 
at certain conclusions that were already in-train and one of those 
conclusions is that the world is inextricably ‘phygital’ – both 
physical and digital.”

Digital design, as it relates to space, is already so far beyond 
a sleek site that perfectly captures the ambiance of a boutique 
suite or invokes the feel of a luxe sheet set. Now, it’s using your 
phone to check in via a digital concierge or reserve your spot 
for in-store shopping. It’s the push notification that asks if you 
have everything you need and the scannable code that unlocks 
information or turns the space into an augmented reality. 

“Many of the new boutique hotels and brands are using gamification  
techniques to suit [generations] brought up in an online gaming world.”
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Orchestrated Dining

Digital ordering,  
an illuminated kitchen 

and ‘transporters’ 
deliver an iconic 

spectacle at McDonald’s 
Sky Kitchen.

–
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Page 156-157: Projects that ‘live’ and constantly evolve through their multi-platform engagement – Buxton Contemporary, Melbourne by Fender Katsalidis, photo: courtesy Fender Katsalidis.  
Page 159: Sarah & Sebastian flagship, Paddington by Landini Associates where two-way mirrors magically unveil treasures at the jeweller’s will, photo: Ross Honeysett. Opposite: McDonald’s Sky Kitchen by 

Landini Associates, photo: Trevor Mein. Above: Design Hotels’ Cervo Mountain Resort, Switzerland, maintains a digital footprint strongly connected to the hotel’s ethos, photo: courtesy of Design Hotels.

With this in mind, the possibilities for designers of physical spaces 
might seem endless. And certainly the integration of these new 
technologies opens up new frontiers for designers, architects and 
planners; but what of the way they have changed how and why we 
approach spaces of hospitality and retail, and what we expect to get 
out of those experiences?

Morley has increasingly observed a new expectation within the 
world of physical design. That being: why can’t our physical spaces 
be as fluctuating and varied and changing as a digital space? She 
sees a greater flexibility starting to be built into spaces, and a desire 
from clients to build spaces with the potential to be more nimble.

For Mark Landini, principal and founder of Landini Associates 
– whose work includes retail projects ranging from womenswear 
chain Glassons and Aldi, to Jurlique and tea retailer T2 – designers 
and consumers should both be mindful of what tech is increasingly 
requiring from those who enter a certain space.

“So much of what’s happening with technology is seemingly 
convenient but actually passes the labour back onto the customer,” 
Landini notes. “Our dopamine-addled brains are often unable 
to consider if this is actually helpful.” He reminds us that a good 

shopping experience is ultimately a social activity. “If digital 
forgets that then it subtracts that joy.” 

He points to innovations like Amazon Go’s ability to eliminate 
checkouts – simply load up your cart and walk out of the store 
– as digital interventions that increase enjoyment of the task at 
hand. “If it can add some value to the experience then I think it’s a 
remarkable innovation.” Some of the merit in good UX design, he 
posits, is in potentially allowing us to be more selective with and 
where we spend our time. “Part of that value might be not having 
to go to the space.” And that certainly has implications for physical 
design at large.

Though that might put some on edge, Landini suggests we find 
ourselves at a pivotal moment of opportunity. “Now is the time to 
review everything, as we move toward the omnichannel trading 
model,” he says. Perhaps it also presents a chance for us to rethink 
what we expect from the spaces where we spend our time – and 
what we expect from the tech that’s enmeshed with it – entirely.

designhotels.com, fkaustralia.com, landiniassociates.com, 
rightanglestudio.com.au




