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Asian Economic
Growth and the
Design Business

CHO Dong-sung, Korea
Professor, Seoul National University

In the 21st century, the new industries based on creativity,
such as the cultural contents industry, creative industry, and
knowledge service industry, are emerging as the new
driving forces of the nation. These industries are growing
very rapidly with the support of digital technology and
provide opportunities of value-added production by
incorporating elements of existing industries or changing

past industries.

In this trend, the design industry is emerging from its
traditional designation as a supplementary industrial unit
limited to product design and communication or visual
design activities. Now, design is changing into an
innovative, independent industrial unit while creating a

design-based business model.

Design firms are changing into multinational enterprises,
adopting globalizing strategies to expand business
opportunities and market scale. And they are keeping a
close watch over the rapid growth of the Asian market. In
particular, the Asian economy, with the rapidly growing
Northeast Asian region at the center, is emerging as a
future market and hot issue for both the world business and

design communities.

Changes in Industrial Environment
Today, the world has gone beyond the stage of global

networks into an era of complex networks that pursue both
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globalization and localization at the same time. In
accordance with the growth of the knowledge-based
economy, the world is advancing into an era of soft-
competitiveness in which intangible capital and knowledge
value are enhanced with an emphasis on innovation and
change through digital technologies. The emergence of
high-end technology and development of digital technology
mark an epochal shift in human history from analog to

digital.

With these rapid changes, enterprises and industries are
confronting new challenges for innovative thinking and
action. Many efforts are being made to advance into such

new directions.

For example, in the 1970s and 80s, the leading industries
were more hardware-oriented businesses such as textiles,
steel, shipbuilding, and the automotive industry. The 1990s
was a time in which the information communication,
semiconductor, and oil industries emerged to the forefront.
With the launch of the 21st century, the major industrial
trend has been a shift towards mobile communications,
digital appliances, and electronic commerce. Moreover, the
cultural content business, bio, environment, space, and
nano technologies are the industries expected to lead the
future. This shift, in turn, is expected to lead an
accompanying shift in competing factors from high quality,
low cost, imitation capability, and company-centeredness to
design, nature-friendly, customer-centeredness, and

creativity, etc.

The Value of the Design Industry

Currently, in terms of national design competitiveness,
Europe is ranked at the top, followed by the US, Japan, and
Singapore (Design Census research by Korea Institute of
Design Promotion). In the UK, the value of the design
industry is gauged economically; thus, the business volume
of the UK design industry over the last year increased by [
155 million to reach a total of O 12 billion to amount to 2% of
the country’s GDP DIR.
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In Korea, the design industry showed a growth of 3.8023
trillion won in business volume to reach a total of 26.5338
trillion won, which amounts to 4.8% of the country's total
GDP. Accordingly, the old perception of design as an
industry that merely supported other industries is being
changed and design is now being newly assessed as an
industry that is important in its own right. Also, these factors
made us realize the need to form a new definition of the

value of design.

As the industrial environment shifts towards high technology
and high added value, market competitiveness is becoming
design-centered. The EU and other advanced countries set
design at the core in their global economic activities, and

the emphasis on design will grow.

Thus, many advanced countries like the UK and Japan are
setting up the infrastructure for the promotion of their design
industries, while industrialized countries that are
characterized by the OEM system, including Korea, are
attempting to shift into new high added-value industries

through design.

Changes and Growth in the Design Business

The design business has been viewed as an industry that
supports more central entrepreneurial activities, creating the
form of products and communicating with clients. However,
as the value and importance of design increases, the design
business which includes design services, design focused
products and design content products is developing based

on the economy of advanced countries.

In the past, design has remained under the category of a
service business; today however, with technological
development and extended cultural and knowledge based
environments, the design business is branching off its
models to design art products, design knowledge services,
and design technique products. Design services in the
areas of product, visual and environmental design have
become more specialized, while expanding their markets

globally. On the other hand, companies seeking innovation
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and change through design knowledge services want
services such as market research, customer research,
strategy and branding. As cultural trends place greater
emphasis on exclusiveness, differentiation, and customized
services, more artistic design products are being produced.
The business of design-art products is also finding a variety
of distribution routes to grow, including online. In the field of
technology, the extended GUI, CG, interactive design
generated by digital technology created easier-to-use new
media activities. Accordingly, design technological products
are emerging as an important business sector with the

support of IT.

Behind these changes and growth of the design industry,
there are three principal movements. First is increase in
multinational activities of design firms in the global era. This
has opened up an opportunity to broaden market size and
expertise by breaking through the limited market. The
emergence of design firms like Fitch:Worldwide,
shi,razorfish, IDEO and their successes have brought a new

breeze to the design business.

Second is the emergence of the global online distribution
network that has resulted in marketability for various design
products. That has meant a shift in the design products
business from one centered on the galleries or art shop
market targeting only a small group of design lovers, to a
broader mass market. This parallels and advances the

consumer trend of growing interest in cultural products.

Last, design business exchanges through conferences and
exhibitions are more active than ever. In the past,
international exchanges facilitated through exhibitions were
directed at being part of a global trend led by a few
advanced nations. However, now such events are forums
for exploring new interpretations of design, technical
exchanges, and knowledge and informational sharing that
result in an expansion of design business. International
conferences and seminars are increasingly becoming

means for promoting the design business today.
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Asia's Economic Growth: Northeast Area at the
Center

The leaders of the current economic growth in Asia are
Korea, China and Japan. The active growth of these three
countries makes up the world's most influential market
scale, accounting for $6 billion in GDP and $704 million, or

13%, of the world's exports.

Led by the three countries, the region can be seen as
growing into a new economic community aligned with
regional economic blocs such as the EU, NAFTA, and
MERCOSUR in South America. Also, considering the
improved income levels, the three countries in the region
will emerge as the most important economic markets in the

world.

According to the US magazine Fortune, 49 of the top 100
companies have posts in the Asia-Pacific, which indicates
that there has been an acceleration of global companies
entering the Asian market. On the other hand, the Asian
countries are striving to draw foreign investment and leap

into the center of the global economy.

Singapore is working out a strategy called “Industry 21,”
focusing on high added-value industries such as the
service, finance, and information industries. Hong Kong is
putting its efforts into attracting foreign investment in
technology intensive industries with the slogan “Becoming a
Business Center” based on a laissez-faire approach. China
is attempting to create a more advanced industrial structure
by bringing knowledge-based industries, or “multinational

company headquarters into China.”

These trends are hinting at a positive future for the Asian
economy. Asia is certainly emerging as a new market, and
gaining a solid position as an important business

opportunity.

Asian Market and Design Business

With the economic growth and expansion of the market



value of Asia, many enterprises around the world are trying
to establish outposts in the region. Firms in the design
business are keeping a close watch for opportunities to
develop designs that stimulate Asian consumers. Asian
designers and design firms are also beginning to consider
venturing out into the world market in the growth focused

economic environment.

Therefore, the growing consumer market in Asia is creating
a new clientele for design firms. Among these new clients
are, of course, the Asian companies that are propelling the
growth, as well as the western companies vying to break
into Asia. New design and new ideas are the major forces
of competitiveness, and to obtain these forces, businesses
need specialized design services. Also, as more design
products that focus on Asian customers are produced, the
development of design and expansion of the design
business targeting the Asian market will also naturally

occur.

Today, the pattern of consumption in the Asian market is
transforming to increasingly mirror the advanced countries.
And each country becomes a unique market due to its own
cultural distinctiveness. So, the development of the more
advanced and unique designs, and the expansion of design
services aimed at a more specialized markets, etc., are also
expected to result in the diversification and development of

the design business.

Conclusion

All sustainable business success depends on four elements:
commercial qualities, marketability, profitability, and safety.
On the other hand, the design business needs software-
oriented management to maximize creativity and intangible
values; this differs from businesses in general, which tend to
aim for a specified value that can be gained from existing
products and services. Moreover, the design business
should be able market more actively to explore future
markets and new customers, rather than relying on

traditional strategies such as market invasion and entry into

27

established markets.

The world design business is seeking to advance by
embracing the challenge of the new Asian market based on
the uniqueness of business. The proper understanding of
the market and clients/customers should start with accurate
research on Asia, the Asian people and Asian cultures.
Also a wise approach is to uphold the characteristics of
each country including the three major countries, and

discovering niche markets is also necessary.
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