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instead of setting up a Facebook page, 
Goruck set up a community group where 
everyone had an equal voice, as opposed to 
the brand making posts from on high to 
lowly followers. 

The same kind of community ethos 
extends to the urban techwear brand 
Outlier’s very active Reddit channel. 
Conversations often comprise true fans 
debating, say, the merits of one particular 
Swiss fabric over another. Abe Burmeister, 
Outlier’s founder, tells me that the forum 
serves as one of the brand’s most effective 
ways to convert traffic into sales. 

For Ana Andjelic, marketing strategist 
and author of The Business of Aspiration, 
‘The key here is not necessarily prestige 
and exclusivity, but identity and 
belonging. There’s a pure pleasure in the 
intimacy of consuming together, along 
with enjoying status within a community.’ 

Predictably, perhaps, Silicon Valley sees 
a business opportunity in making 
conversations feel more intimate and 
personalised. Attentive is a software 
company that claims to help you make 
‘personalised text messaging one of your 
top three revenue sources in just three 
months’. It is trying to supercharge the 
future of customer relationship 
management tools – in January, less than 
six months after it raised $40m, the 
company raised another $70m.

The notion of one-to-one marketing 
– and having a peerless connection with 
your consumer – is the holy grail for any 
brand. But these new approaches, 
happening anywhere from SMS to private 
Instagram channels to messenger apps, are 
providing feedback obsessed brands with 
something more immediately useful than 
the scale they once lusted for. Those that 
have a say in the making of the product, 
the thinking goes, are more likely to buy it.

How many customers want brands 
texting them remains to be seen. However, 
the idea of moving towards the ‘dark 
forest’ of more privacy, more intimacy and 
presumably more interesting content 
seems like a welcome change from the 
branded crassness of the past several years 
we’ve come to expect on social media.

• Colin Nagy is head of strategy at global 
advertising agency Fred & Farid.

An office for the 
neighbourhood 

There’s nothing like a pandemic to 
make you think about what you 
value. And for many of us that’s 

turned out to be a better work-life balance 
and creating a closer sense of community 
– from the neighbours we got to know  
to the local shops we came to rely on.  
So to say our co-working business has 
been on a non-stop rollercoaster for the 
past five months would be something  
an understatement.

First, the dips. Launching a business 
was always going to be full of surprises. 
But no amount of contingency planning 
could have prepared us for entering 
nationwide lockdown a few weeks before 
we were scheduled to open our first 
co-working space in east London. From 
signing up customers to finishing the 
build, everything was put on hold – except 
for our rent. On top of that, moving 
forwards with the added burden of 
implementing social distancing in the 
workplace – not ideal. 

But there are green shoots. The office  
is experiencing an existential crisis. 
Lockdown has left many employers and 
employees wondering just what they are 
really for. 

Enter a new generation of remote 
workers who are seeking somewhere to 
park their laptop. Because lockdown 
hasn’t just brought the purpose of the 
office into question – it’s shattered the 
ideal of working happily from home. Fine 
if you have a designated study. But if you 
have a normal-sized house, flatmates, 
children, or simply like human company, 
it’s not really fine. Which counts most of 
us, then. 

While demand is high for a new kind of 
neighbourhood workplace, ordinary 

How a Covid-19 
playbook  
went viral

The pandemic has left restaurants all 
around the world between a rock 
and a hard place. But in Hong Kong, 

sadly, we were already getting used to 
being in this position. The pandemic came 
to us after six months of citywide unrest 
and, to some extent, we still have 
post-traumatic stress disorder from SARS. 

In some ways, though, adversity can be 
a wonderful thing. It brings people 
together. How my restaurant group’s 
Covid-19 playbook has been shared all 
around the world still amazes me. When 
things started blowing up across the 
border in mainland China, we knew we 
had to do something fast. There’s only  
so much distance between Wuhan and 
Hong Kong; the virus would arrive at our 
doorstep soon. 

So we came up with a kind of internal 
bible for how my hospitality group, Black 
Sheep Restaurants, would cope with 
Covid-19. We shared the 17-page 
document with the 1,000-plus staff 
working across our 26 restaurants. Don’t 
worry, I won’t bore you with all the details 
of the advice in the handbook, which is 
comprehensive and practical, but three 
measures in particular have had a huge 
impact. 1) We make sure staff wear masks 
at all times. 2) We collect health and travel 
declaration forms from customers, so they 
can be contacted if there are confirmed 
cases of Covid-19 at the restaurant they 
were at. 3) We check customers’ 
temperatures and turn away anyone  
with a high fever. 

We shared the document internally 
and later put it online so that other 
restaurants could also take a look. Almost 

Is it too late to call 
yourself vegan?

When my sister and I started 
Grasshopper, our porridge-in-
a-pot company, it was back in 

the days when independent food brands 
were few and far between in retail.  
We wanted our product to be organic 
because we cared about animal welfare 
standards and had read in a Mintel report 
that the demand for organic food was 
here to stay. I believe I have the absurd 
accolade of being the first person ever to 
have their flat’s 6ft x 12ft kitchen 
registered with the Soil Association as an 
organic manufacturing site. The inspector 
who examined the premises, Mr Wells, 
was quite confused to be there. (His 
previous job had been as a wine-gum 
tester in a sweet factory and he was 
dressed in tweed.)

We paid £700 to become licensed and 
did it using our savings before we even 
had a single retail customer because we 
believed in organic food so much. 
‘No-one,’ I remember being told by an 
important food industry person standing 
on a stage, ‘is ever going to want food 
produced with chemicals again.’ The next 
year, in 2012, the organic market in the 
UK started shrinking fast and struggled to 
recover; it didn’t start properly growing 
again until well after Grasshopper wound 
down. Organic certification losing its 
pulling power wasn’t the only reason the 
business isn’t still going, of course, but it’s 
one of them. Should I have made a 
cheaper, non-organic product?  
Maybe, but I never would, as I really like 
cows and think they should be able to 
walk around and eat grass.

Recently I’ve been working with a lot 
of vegan brands. It’s been interesting, 
because just as so many people in the food 
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remote workers need a third space. 
WeWork and other high-profile  
co-working spaces aren’t the solution.  
Not only are their prices preclusive, but 
they may struggle to align their values 
with those of the post-pandemic audience. 

Since we first started planning to 
launch ARC Club nearly two years ago, 
we’ve always wanted to offer a new kind 
of model for co-working. Our space is in a 
residential area, bringing some practical 
advantages. In an ideal world, would 
anyone ever take the tube again if they 
didn’t have to? But more importantly, local 
co-working promises a powerful sense of 
community. Not based on particular 
interests or levels of income, but based on 
the simple idea of all belonging to the 
same place. We stock local suppliers, offer 
discounts to nearby businesses, provide 
workshops and meeting spaces for 
community organisations. We name our 

The handbook has 
just two main overall 

goals: to keep staff 
safe and to keep them 

employed... So I’m  
thrilled that the 

manual has been 
shared far and wide.

Lockdown hasn’t just 
brought the purpose of 
the office into question 

– it’s shattered the 
ideal of working 

happily from home.

“

“

”

”

overnight, the response was huge. We 
have had emails from people in Brazil, 
India, Japan, the UK, the US, Australia; 
from all over the world really. And many 
restaurants – from Eleven Madison Park 
in New York to TIRPSE in Japan – tell us 
they now use the rules to help them 
prepare for their reopening. Following the 
virality of the manual, we’ve also been 
advising policy makers here in Hong 
Kong. Oh, and the book has been 
translated into four languages. 

Although the handbook is pretty long, 
really it has just two main overall goals: to 
keep staff safe and to keep them employed. 
And this means a lot to me. My mum 
always jokes that Black Sheep is a cult first 
and restaurant group second. And I think 
that echoes how a lot of people in the 
hospitality world feel. It’s a tight-knit 
community, so I’m thrilled that the 
manual has been shared far and wide.  
And to this day, Black Sheep has made 
good on the two main goals: things have 
been tougher than tough, of course, yet we 
haven’t made a single redundancy (having 
a positive cash flow has really helped). 

I’ve learned more since the turn of the 
year than I have throughout the rest of my 
career combined. Thankfully, restaurants 
are an important part of the social fabric of 
big cities and have the ability to rebound 
strongly and quickly. I always say good 
restaurants are like jazz musicians – they 
have to improvise a lot. We’ll just have to 
keep improvising for a little while yet. 

• Syed Asim Hussain is the co-founder of 
Black Sheep Restaurants.

meeting rooms after businesses that used 
to exist in the area, too.

In this way, ARC Club’s local  
co-working model isn’t entirely new. In 
fact, we are proud to learn from the past:  
a time when people clocked on and off;  
a time when they knew their neighbours. 
As the way we work changes, we have an 
opportunity to find a fresh purpose for 
remote-working spaces in our cities; a new 
kind of digitally enabled real-world hub. 
We see an opportunity to rediscover some 
of the things we’ve lost.

• Hannah Philp is co-founder of ARC Club. IL
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