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Introduction  
 
With the acceleration and increasing evolution of China’s economy, its cultural, scientific and 
technological bases are witnessing dramatic transformation; as a result, the under- standing and 
usage of design is also changing in its role and identity as a strategic tool for economic growth. 
Design has transcended as an aesthetic and practical implementation tool, moving away from 
usage as a mere stylistic activity. It is also moving beyond the realms of the culture and creative 
industries, boosting broader business activity and performance, and underpinning national 
economic growth and social innovation.  
 
National design policy  
 
Joining many advanced economies in the world, China is enjoying a period of sustained 
economic development underpinned by a burgeoning creative industry sector. Ten years have 
passed since the governing Communist Party of China proposed to enhance the independent 
innovative capabilities of industry in the ‘11th Five-Year Plan’ (2006–2010). At a national level, the 
‘13th Five-Year Plan’ (2016–2020) for National Economic and Social Development (Shan 2014; Lee 
and Chan 2008) is directing the development of many diverse industries, with design now being 
viewed as offering a ‘competitive edge’ to organizations and as a primary driver for long-term 
innovative success. GDP figures for 2014 identify that national culture and creative industrial 
added value exceeded 2.394 trillion RMB, an increase of 12.1 per cent over the previous year, 
higher than the GDP growth rate of 3.9 per cent, and accounting for a total GDP proportion of 
3.76 per cent (Ling and Zhang, 2012). As a result, the importance of design has been embodied in 
independent national design development policies with clear guidelines for specific design 
innovation measurements. These are ‘The Several Opinions of the State Council on Further 
Promoting the Integrated Development with Relevant Industries of Cultural Creativity and Design 
Services’, issued in 2014, and ‘Created in China 2025’, released in 2015 (China State Council 2015).  
 
When assessing the evolution of design in China, the demand by industries upgrading and the 
rise in value status of a new generation of Chinese consumers are significant factors. First, since 
the mid-1980s, a high proportion of low-skilled workers offered an effective way for 
manufacturers to engage in foreign trade, generating quick profits; at this point ‘new design’ was 
considered a risk-taking exercise, used mainly for product styling at a superficial level. However, 
with this low-skilled workforce rapidly disappearing, the Chinese economy no longer relies upon 
this large labour market. Furthermore, with the increase of sustainable development and the 
knowledge economy, lightweight industry is replacing heavy industry activity. Design has helped 



China erase the term ‘the world factory’, moving towards ‘Made in China’ and then to ‘Created in 
China’.  
 
Second, greater productivity is leading to the increased availability of consumer- oriented 
products; consumers are now demanding added-value goods that are fast becoming the new 
target for retail companies. Furthermore, Millennials in China are a very diverse demographic 
sector that embraces personal expression, individualism, hobby-based peer group activity, 
passion for the Internet, and mobile-related products and services (Yip, 2016). Therefore, the 
value of design for understanding the latent attributes of these consumers is becoming a crucial 
strategy for enterprises to win and secure new markets.  
 
The different levels of design activity throughout China  
 
Across the whole of China, design is not flourishing in a balanced manner throughout the 
regions. To understand the diverse range of design activity in China, the Design Ladder as a 
framework of measurement was drawn upon to understand its current application. The most 
advanced use of design in industry is in the main four cities of China: Beijing, Shanghai, 
Guangzhou and Shenzhen. These are the capital cities of China’s financial, business, science and 
technology innovation centres. Not only that, Shenzhen (2008), Shanghai (2010) and Beijing 
(2012) have been given ‘City of Design’ status by UNESCO.  
 
Design as ‘strategy’ can be commonly seen in large enterprises there, in particular large 
multinational organizations. A key factor for its adoption at an advanced level is that large 
organizations have established their own internal design research centres based on the western 
model of in-house innovation units. Furthermore, design is increasingly being regarded at a 
regional government level within the policy-making process, and being provided with financial 
support; alongside these factors, highly productive ‘Creative Design Industry Parks’ are frequently 
being established. Each of these regional design centres has its own particular strengths: for 
example, Beijing is the fastest-developing location for design consultation services; Shanghai has 
formed the most high-standard creative design industry parks (Zhang, 2011); and Shenzhen is 
home to two-thirds of the top industrial design companies, with more than 20,000 designers 
located there (Liu and O’Connor, 2014).  
 
The second level of design – often defined as ‘process’ – is commonly featured in the seven east-
coast industrial provinces where technology dominates the innovation- oriented manufacturing 
industry; design is used to optimize the production process and to identify the value of new tech 
products for communicating to consumers. Like cities in level one, many local governments use 
design as an important means of establishing the image of the city whilst aiming to attract 
external investment. The third, that is the vast middle flatlands of China, have (generally) average 
levels of economic and social development. Here, design is mainly recognized as ‘styling’, where 
the considerations of style, appearance and ergonomics are the primary goal in the majority of 
design activities. Last but not least, the rest of west China, where people are still living beneath 
national minimum standards, does not think much about the usage of design beyond the 
superficial. Overall, China’s view of design, and its understanding of it as a conscious, planned, 
innovative activity still has a long way to go towards strategic business adoption.  
 
 
 



 



Design and design management usage beyond industrial design  
 
Over the past 30 years of development, design theory and design methods have started to be 
applied within the field of industrial design, making a significant contribution to leading 
manufacturing industry transformation from the mode of OEM to ODM and OBM, moving 
forward to OSM modes (Cai, 2011).  
 
Now, design disciplines have begun to play a greater role in the era of the information economy 
in China with increasing development in the mobile Internet, cloud computing and Big Data 
sectors (Shen, 2016). The Internet is the most active field of development in China at the present 
stage. The Internet and ‘Internet of Things’ (IoT) allow free flow of information exchange between 
different regions, industries, and organization departments to generate cross-border innovation 
(China Industry Development Research Institute, 2016). Design as a creative tool is being used in 
the development of intelligent wearable products, the establishment of efficient liveable 
communities and smart cities, and the new booming Chinese rural internet economy.  
 
Furthermore, design is also being used as a problem-solving activity by the government and non-
profit agencies to improve overall social welfare provision. The new status of design in China is 
the driving force for uniting the broad participation of social networks, forming the industrial 
ecosystem based on and around the Internet. This has great value beyond industrial design, 
being recognized by the wider society and promoting the innovative use of the tangible 
(products) and intangible (services), thus leading to the creation of new business models and 
more employment opportunities, meeting an increasingly diversified consumer demand whilst 
improving the quality of people’s lives (Chen and Liang 2015).  
 
The popularity of professional graphic design in the 1980s expanded into advertising design and 
then product design in 1990s; then interior design and brand image design flourished in the early 
21st century, with architectural design blossoming from the early 2000s. Now we have user 
interface design, user experience design and game design which are based on the requirements 
of user-centred interactive experiences. With the rise of the sharing economy, the gaming 
industry and the knowledge economy, all of them use design to enhance the socialization 
experience. Design thinking and design methods are increasingly used within the value chain 
through cross-industry co-creation, achieving efficient energy exchange between old and new 
industrial ecologies. As a result, design talent is more important than ever as a resource for 
innovative activities in industry.  
 
 
 



 



From brand management to the rise of design management  
 
Design management was established in China through the demand of large enterprises with an 
international vision and international design consultancies providing design services for an 
increasing business sector in the Chinese economy. Shortly after 2014, the reform of the national 
economic system and the innovation of science and technology brought the wave of 
entrepreneurship to a peak in China. Since then, China has become the world’s most active 
entrepreneurial country. The evidence for this is demonstrated through the number of start-ups 
each year; the famous Zhongguancun district (Beijing) has 30,000 start-ups, whereas Silicon 
Valley in the United States only had 15,000; the number of IPOs in Zhongguancun in the last five 
years was three times that of Silicon Valley (Wang, 2016). Consequently, the established pyramid 
model of market resource allocation has now been reduced to that of a flat spider web structure. 
Branding strategy has become virtually the key focus for enterprise as a survival tool to secure 
and win new markets. Organizations of all sizes are starting to change their marketing-oriented 
strategies to design-oriented ones.  
 
Strategic design and design management are becoming necessary business activities for start-
ups to attract investment; they are being viewed as crucial for small and medium- sized 
enterprises to implement differentiation, and also as a strategy for larger enterprises to achieve 
long-term success around the world.  
 
Facing the diverse and expansive business environment in China today, any western design 
projects ‘dropped in’ or any Chinese design projects using ‘cut-and-paste’ solutions would have 
no chance of survival (Voices, 2016). Chinese enterprises are becoming aware of the value of 
design in innovation, whilst also understanding the importance of managing design as a strategic 
resource which can be controlled and guided like any other manageable resource. The desire for 
learning design management theory and new design methodologies from the West turns to two 
kinds of responses: the first one is to create an internal design and user research centre; the 
second is to hire a professional design consultancy to conduct the design process and other 
related design activities.  
 
Through communicating the positive forms of both internal and external design management 
models, companies like Huawei established an independent Customer Experience Transformation 
Centre (CETC) in 2014 after creating the Modelling Design Centre in 1994. Tencent, the biggest 
social network enterprise in China, also created the Customer Research and User Experience 
Design Centre (CDC) in 2006. Their internal management structure changed to become project 
oriented, each project having its own in-house design team; design now became a part of the 
management responsibility of the company. Design is now entering the top management team, 
becoming a key area of consideration for strategic policy makers. Traditional industrial design 
consultancies and advertising companies are beginning to evolve by establishing user research 
teams and participating in the whole process of the project (Murphy, 2011). They participate 
through- out every stage of the project, including strategy setting, user research, model making 
and batch production, through to final commercialization.  
 
However, it is commonly understood that there is still considerable room for improvement 
regarding the use and adoption of design management. From an enterprise perspective, the 
present role of design management is more focused on the design ‘resource’ management at 
very much a project management level; the failure to locate design management at a strategic 
level is prevalent throughout the majority of Chinese enterprises. Companies that borrow or 



adapt established design management methods still do not fully integrate them into the DNA of 
the company’s decision-making processes; design management becomes a mere formality.  
 
In addition, companies frequently do not implement their own innovation processes and creative 
cultures from the top down. As a result, there are no aligned business objectives that are 
acknowledged by all departments, thus eventually leading to independent and reduced adoption 
of design activities. From the perspective of the qualified design talents, China’s current design 
higher education system places particular attention on specific design skills proficiency; the 
majority of designers lack the understanding of a company’s vision, target market and operation 
systems, the necessity to use strategic design thinking and generate good design suitable for the 
company’s business objectives. Some of the most able Chinese designers choose to learn design 
management by studying abroad (in particular in the West) to improve their overall design 
thinking abilities. The majority of Chinese designers are unable to develop these within their 
everyday practices. As design talents are the core of the innovation design management system, 
this situation may become the main barrier for full adoption of design management.  
 
Promoting design management education  
 
Regarding the future development of design management in China, perhaps the fundamental 
and most effective way will be through its introduction at a higher educational level. Design 
courses like product design, industrial design, graphic design, multimedia and digital design, 
architecture and fashion, etc. have already been introduced in many colleges and universities 
(Keane, 2013). Cultivating design thinking and its interdisciplinary abilities for actual real-world 
problems is not accounted for much as it could be.  
 
To date, design thinking has only opened as a course of study within industrial design majors (i.e. 
large credit modules in the final year of study); currently, there is almost no specific discipline of 
design management. A relatively small number of China’s top design schools have made 
progress regarding this. For instance, Tsinghua University Art College established their own 
‘Design Management Research Laboratory’ within the Art and Science Research Centre in 2010; 
China’s Central Academy of Fine Arts (Beijing) signed the ‘China and French Art and Design 
Management School Cooperation Agreement’ with Paris-Sorbonne University (Paris IV), Kedge 
Business School, École Nationale Supérieure des Arts Décoratifs (ENSAD) and Musée D’Orsay in 
2016 to open a new joint design school in Shanghai in 2017; and Hunan University School of 
Design has developed design management courses at specifically postgraduate level.  
 
According to the current demand for design management talent, design management needs to 
be regarded as a separate discipline in the majority of design education institutions, adapting 
and responding to the rapid development of student career aspirations. At the same time, design 
thinking and strategic design management support/training programmes also need to be 
introduced at national, regional and organizational levels, to improve the overall adoption of 
design thinking as a strategic business tool.  
 
Conclusions  
 
Massive market resources and the desire for innovation in China are laying the foundations for 
the future development of design management. Unlike in the West (in particular the United 
States and Europe), China has no rich heritage of design; however, the need for sustainable 
development throughout the country is leading wider society and industry to focus on design.  



 
At the same time, the governing Communist Party of China, with the support of regional 
governments, is actively encouraging and promoting strategic alliances between enter- prises, 
universities and research institutions to guide innovation through the combination of creativity, 
design, and science and technology, increasing design intellectual property management ability, 
and strengthening the design education system by encouraging design theory to foster more 
interdisciplinary and internationalized design talents. In the near future, the implementation and 
the importance of design and design management will be developed alongside with other 
countries who fully understand its many benefits, in particular beyond its original role as a minor 
aspect of industrial design practice.  
 
Notes  
 
OEM: Original Equipment Manufacturer Model.  
ODM: Original Design Manufacture Model.  
OBM: Original Brand Manufacture Model.  
OSM: Original Strategic Manufacture Model.  
UNESCO: United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization  
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