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Karen Kong has always enjoyed inspiring 
change – no matter what form it takes.

By day she works diligently assisting 
the Victorian property industry through her 
work as Westpac’s real estate and strata 
relationship director. But during the weekend 
she prefers utilising her aptitude as a qualified 
dog trainer and animal psychologist to run dog 
obedience classes. 

Fluent in Cantonese, English and Mandarin 
and actively involved in several community 
service organisations, Kong says she feels a 
deep sense of obligation towards inspiring and 
serving others.

“I view my involvement [in these types of 
activities] as a rewarding way of giving back to 
the community and to share my skill sets and 

STANDING STRONG
A passion for serving others led Karen Kong to a career in banking and relationship 
management, with those in the Victorian real estate sector having the most to gain 
from her unique array of talents.

talents. I also hope to give voice to the younger 
generation, especially within the Asian Australian 
community. It provides me with the opportunity 
to engage with like-minded individuals from 
across business, government and not-for-
profit sectors. [It also allows] me to enhance 
leadership skills like resilience, influential 
negotiation and adaptive communication, which 
I am able to apply at work on a daily basis.” 

Kong earned a bachelor of commerce 
(majoring in finance and marketing) and a 
diploma in banking and financial services from 
Curtin University and has spent her entire 
professional career based in Melbourne. Her 
first job was working as a grassroots banking 
administrator for ANZ, which required her 
to work across marketing, card services and 
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business banking. In 2004 she was named 
assistant manager business banking and was 
promoted to relationship manager just 24 
months later. 

A two-year stint as professional services market 
specialist at Bankwest followed, after which Kong 
made her first foray as a real estate specialist after 
accepting a role as Westpac Victoria’s property 
services senior relationship manager. 

“I was looking for a new challenge after a 
number of years in advertising and marketing, 
and was offered the role to support a 
relationship manager,” she says.  “I clearly found 
my niche… and have not looked back since. 
What keeps me in relationship management is 
the satisfactions derived from helping clients 
achieve their goals and knowing that I’ve made a 
difference in their lives.”

Just last year Kong was named Westpac’s 
state real estate and strata relationship director 
where, alongside coaching others, her role 
principally involves maintaining industry 
expertise and general awareness of key 
economic trends, developing new customer 
prospects and managing credit risk to ensure 
compliance with regulatory requirements.

Kong says, as with anyone involved in client 
relationships, a large portion of her day is spent 

in client meetings and putting out spot fires. 
While the increasing number of regulatory 
requirements is one of her least favourite 
aspects, she remains passionate about her job 
and says the thing she enjoys most is that the 
role goes beyond traditional banking.

“[It may include] an introduction to a 
specialised accountant that will assist with 
the client’s growth plans, running a financial 
workshop for their staff, which will contribute 
to improved business performance, or simply 
weekly emails to keep them informed of 
industry trends. I am privileged to be considered 
a trusted adviser by our clients and get an 
immense sense of satisfaction that I am helping 
make their businesses stronger,” she says.  

Kong says the Victorian real estate industry 
differs from that in other states as it is made 
up of a good balance of independents and 
franchisees. Consumers are not necessarily 
attracted to a franchise brand, which has seen 
the longevity of independent agencies, she says. 

“Victorians place a higher value on a 
personalised relationship with the individual 
agent versus a corporate profile. With Victoria 
continuing to attract both international and 
interstate migrants, this also bodes well for high-
performing agents to step out on their own.”
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Kong says the biggest change to impact the 
sector since she entered has arrived in the 
form of technological advancements, chiefly 
because they have changed the way consumers 
and agencies interact. She says there is now a 
smorgasbord of applications that allow agents to 
list, sell and manage both their sales and property 
management businesses, all from their phones. 

“Gone are the days where an agency had to 
be located along a prime retail strip to attract 
customers and be successful,” she says.

Kong credits web platforms such as Google 
and LinkedIn, a smartphone and email as being 
of “critical importance” when it comes to the 
tools of her trade, and is of the firm opinion that 
effective usage of technology often leads to 
increased customer value.

She cites her smartphone as a prime example 
and notes, “It allows me to attend to emails and 
action client requests no matter where I am.

“This provides me with the flexibility to 
spend most of my day with clients and industry 
thought leaders, and still have the peace of mind 
that I am accessible to clients.”

As such, she remains passionate about 
creating more efficient processes, products and 
ideas to help customers achieve their goals and 
is constantly researching solutions that meet 

new, undefined or existing market needs in 
unique ways. 

“[In my line of work] we are also seeing an 
increasing number of corporatised acquisitions 
by non-traditional real estate players like hedge 
fund managers. I am of the opinion that the 
agency operating model will continue to evolve, 
and early adopters of innovation will have a 
competitive advantage.”

Kong, who also volunteers as a co-chair on 
The Gathering Circle – an initiative launched by 
the Asian Australian Foundation to help women 
share resources, knowledge and experience. 
She says the overwhelming lesson she has taken 
from her career trajectory to date is that good 
leaders lead with actions and not just words. As 
such, she feels it is of critical importance that her 
staff see her living up to her own values.

“Communicate, communicate and then 
communicate some more. When each team 
member understands the part they play is 
critical to achieving the overall goal, they 
are more motivated and engaged. [It’s also 
important that] we remember that things can 
go wrong – that’s life. Foster an environment 
when the team is empowered to think outside 
the box, make mistakes and, most importantly, 
learn and grow.” �

 “THE AGENCY 
OPERATING MODEL 
WILL CONTINUE 
TO EVOLVE, AND 
EARLY ADOPTERS OF 
INNOVATION WILL 
HAVE A COMPETITIVE 
ADVANTAGE.”
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