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Introduction 
 
The paper explores and discusses the opportunities and challenges faced by product design 
education and the potential influence Asian manufacturing clients will have on the 
effectiveness of our educational provision from a European perspective. 
 
As Asia establishes itself as one of the key global manufacturing hubs fulfilling both local and 
international demand, the use and demand for high quality design from major Asian 
manufactures’ brands is increasing. Competition is furious within the region for design 
supremacy. Most key Asian brands actively seek to use European and North American 
design expertise perceived to be driven by contextual-based research and reflective design 
practice.  
 
As Asian manufacturers fight for design supremacy, what impact will this have on regions 
where their manufacturing bases are constantly diminishing and subsequently, what will it 
mean for design education in those areas? This paper discusses the impact of reducing 
product design timescales and how this pressure will influence our long-term approaches to 
product design education in Europe. The paper also explores potential future design 
scenarios and the possible roles our graduates will undertake within these scenarios based 
on the potential impact of China as a global dominant manufacturing hub. 
 
The paper will discuss the perceived strengths and weaknesses of both European and Asian 
design practices and share insights gained through first hand experience of working within an 
academic, industry and professional design context in Asia, in particular Korea, Singapore, 
and Japan. The paper will discuss the implications of issues through cases study examples 
that will highlight opportunities as well the challenges facing design education. 
 
The paper will conclude by highlighting how our local approaches to design can be positively 
influenced by the exchange of ideas and cultural approaches to the same practice and how 
design educational practices will need to evolve in order to remain relevant to students, 
industry and professional practice within a global design context. 
 
 
China Already Seeing the Design Opportunities 
 
Innovation is vital to business success. According to Design Council (1) research in 2003–
2004, 47 percent of rapidly growing businesses had introduced new products or services in 
the last three years, compared to 26 percent of companies overall. Design is continually being 
used to find ways in which to differentiate companies and restrict ways in which their products 
and services can be imitated. 
 
Historically China has had a culture where their manufacturing base has been producing low 
cost products for export markets. Now many are focussing on the growing potential of its 
large domestic market for consumer goods and industrial products (2). Design is now being 



seen as a key tool in helping to achieve success. This move is supported by the statistics 
from Design in Britain 2003–2004, Design Council that indicate: 
 
• 90 percent of rapidly growing companies say that design is integral to their operation 
• 84 percent of rapidly growing companies say that design has helped them to develop a 

new market 
 
According to the People Daily (3), China has become the number one country in the world for 
cellular phone users. Until 1998, China had no brand-name cellular phone until Kejian entered 
the market followed by Xoceco, TCL, Bird, and Haier (4). In 2002, Chinese brands had 
successfully captured 30 percent of the market and 2003 figures indicate 50 percent market 
share. Chinese brands are now becoming mainstream providers within their own mobile 
phone market (5). Bird of Ningbo is now ranked fifth in output in China (5). Bird launched 35 
new models in 2003 and is scheduling another 50 in 2004. To maintain growth Bird is starting 
to sell handsets in Europe through local operators in the low to midrange categories but is 
also starting to attack high-end segments (5). This rapid growth is being driven by design. As 
the general quality of Chinese design improves, companies such as Nokia may see a 
reversal, where their own markets start to be attacked by Chinese mobile phone companies. 
 
 

             
 

Fig. 1. 2004-model Bird mobile phones 
 
Design is also starting to play a key role within the home in China. Donlim the domestic 
appliances manufacturer indicated through its president Mr Guo Jiangang that the company 
gained only 3percent of its US$200 million sales from selling to Chinese consumers. Their 
target over the next five years is to see 30 percent of revenues coming from China (1). This 
illustrates the design opportunities that exist for Chinese companies. Lack of demand / limited 
size of the market are factors often quoted to designers who are attempting to convince 
companies to use their services. It is clearly apparent that potential demand is no such barrier 
to the use of design in China. With the correct approach a company such as Donlim has the 
potential to become the next Braun or Philips or SEB not just in its home market but also 
globally. 
 
 

       
Fig. 2. 2004 Donlim products  

 
The challenge facing such companies as Bird or Donlim is to ensure that they can keep pace 
with consumer expectations. As Chinese society becomes more prosperous, its expectations 
will rise so must its quality of design. This issue is expressed by Susan Fournier (6) when she 
advocated the view that ‘brand owners have to drop their one size fits all, mass-marketing 
approach and find out how they can make their own brands more meaningful to different 



kinds of people’. The rate of change in Asia and in particular China is great. At present, 
European and North American giants are attempting to cash-in on China’s potential. Currently 
their design capabilities are appropriate for low-medium positioned products. However it is 
this author’s belief that within five years several Chinese brands will emerge offering well 
designed products supported by well-positioned values.  
 
If the reports emerging from China are correct, China has the potential to become the key 
world player. The USA can demonstrate how a large internal market can be used to develop 
huge global organizations fuelled by home consumption. Europe and in particular the UK 
need to be aware of the potential dangers echoed in Investing in Design to Improve Export 
Potential, University of Sussex SPRU (Science and Technology Policy Research) February 
2002 (7), which advocates ‘increasing liberalization, deregulation, and privatization have 
exposed UK companies to global competition and provided customers with a growing choice 
of products and services.’ 
 
However according to Mark Delaney (8) to compete on a global scale companies now have to 
leverage an advantage by creating and exploiting intangible intellectual assets such as brand 
name, knowledge bases, product-related services and innovative responses to customer 
needs. Mark Delaney advocates that of these intangible assets, design is a vital source of 
competitive advantage. Therefore, one of the key challenges facing designers and design 
educators is how we are able to understand cultural differences in order to develop product 
experiences that are appropriate for several cultures and can adapt to local issues. China will 
also face these issues and will need to continue to develop short and long term relationships 
with partners to maintain and sustain its progress. 
 
The Asian fight for design supremacy has unleashed a potential giant. Countries such as 
Japan, Korea, and Taiwan have demonstrated their ability to develop quality global brands. 
What is significant is that these countries have relatively small domestic markets. It has taken 
the mature Asian players over 20 years to develop the infrastructure for global design 
success. In the case of China, and the willingness of local design partners to support their 
growth this could be reduced to five years. 
 
 
Impact of Asia on Potential Future Design Scenarios 
  
As design educators, we are constantly facing new challenges some from perceived and 
others from actual threats. The main premise of the paper is to explore the potential impact of 
Asia on European Design educational and in particular the UK. This debate is important to the 
UK as we operate a mass design education policy that requires there to be a student and 
industry demand to survive. Therefore, it is important to consider what potential impact China 
may have on our demand? 
 
To encourage and focus the debate about the potential future of product design educational 
practices three scenarios have been constructed. The author does not put these forward as 
predications but as thought provoking scenarios. Each scenario offers a distinct outcome 
highlighting a range of potential issues and educational implications. 
 
Scenario 1 is the worst-case scenario seeing an erosion of the traditional product design 
process forcing the exploration of current and emerging boundaries in order to evolve and 
survive. Scenario 2 is positioned at a middle ground situation where there is a shift from 
undergraduate to postgraduate student numbers driven by a narrowing of the scope of 
provision funded by an over dependency on overseas students pandering to wishes of 
industry sponsors. Scenario 3 takes a more optimistic position based on the notion of 
collaboration and the sharing of best practice within a global design context. 
 



It is this author’s view that none of the three scenarios are to be seen in isolation of each 
other. 
 
 
Scenario 1: Service-Based Design Culture.  
 
Scenario 1 is driven by the assumption that their will be a continual long term loss of local 
manufacturing bases in Europe resulting in a reduction in demand for traditional product 
design based skills. The European market starts to see an increase number of midpriced 
Asian brands entering the domestic and consumer product markets. The German, French, 
and UK markets being primary targets. All first generation product design and production 
activities are undertaken overseas with the main interface architecture also done centrally. 
Customization will be done locally restricted to interface positioning, product detailing 
(colors/graphics etc.), and packaging. A consequence of this is an increase in demand for 
service related design activities. 
 
 
Educational implications: 
 
• Rapid reduction in number product design courses—teaching staff requiring broader 

range of experiences and skills 
• Increase in craft based three-dimensional design courses—designer makers 
• Increase in packaging and retail promotional courses 
• Redefining of role and use of product design with increased emphasis on research, 

marketing, and language based skills 
• Increased emphasis on the role and use of materials from a cultural as well as a 

functional perspective 
• Greater emphasis of project management and product planning 
• Change in profile of students from a vocational to an academically orientated skill set 
 
 
Within this design scenario would we still produce an Ingo Maurer? 
 
 

    
 

Fig. 3. 1966 Ingo Maurer, ‘bulb’ 
 
 
Scenario 2: Regional Design Center Culture 
 
Scenario 2 is based on the assumption that there will be an increase in the number of 
medium- to high- priced Asian brands in Europe. Increasingly, global design policies will be 
developed centrally and then distributed to regional design centres. We will see an increase in 
number of global design centres manned by 30 percent  local population in order to ensure 
cultural fit and market optimization. Asian brands will encourage an increase in specialized 
local manufacturing bases in order to reduce shipping costs and increase perceived product 
quality. Front-end design activities (research, positioning/framing and concept generation) will 
increasingly be undertaken by local designers but with all design detailing and production 



undertaken centrally. We will see a reduction in number of product design graduates as 
demand falls at undergraduate level but an increase in the number of post-graduate courses 
with 70 percent of graduates from overseas increasingly sponsored Asian manufacturers. 
 
 
Educational implications: 

 
• Emergence of more industry sponsored design universities /institutes 
• Narrowing of provision with over emphasis on industry-based skills 
• Work-placement components becoming a common element of courses 
• Polarization of skill sets with individuals specializing in specific aspects and or phases of 

product design process (3-D CAD modelling, prototyping, and model making) 
• Increased emphasis on team-based activities and skills 
• Reduction of fulltime staff with greater emphasis on visiting/part time lecturers from 

industry 
• Potential erosion of cultural/contextual studies narrowing the educational experience 
• More emphasis on communication and negotiating skills combined with a foreign 

language 
 
Within this scenario, will the only pioneers be the Dysons of the world? 

   
 

Fig. 4. James Dyson 
 

Scenario 3: User-Based Design Culture 
 
Scenario 3 is based on a cultural model with the assumption that there is an increase in 
purchase of local design services in order to achieve cost saving strategies but with a 
reduction in the scope and nature of local design involvement (research and visual positioning 
strategies). All prototyping, production and manufacturing will be undertaken in increasing 
number of world class centres of excellence in China and India and new technology skills will 
be provided by Japan, Korea, and Taiwan. Cultural positioning and framing become crucial 
factors in achieving economic success with an increase of high end Asian brands and the 
emergence of brands in Asia with European and or North American perceived 
associations/origination. To counter the emergence of high-end Asian brands European and 
North America couture brands start to diversify into new areas in order to maximize brand 
experience. 
 
Educational implications: 

 
• Consolidation of educational provision into a number of centres of educational excellence 

with clearly defined distinctive characteristics 
• Increased industry funding/sponsorship based on individual centres areas of expertize 
• Greater emphasis on cultural diversity within the student population 
• Increase in collaborative practice linking key centres together 
• More emphasis on experience based design 
 
Within this scenario IDEO’s user experience driven design process will become more 
commonplace. 
 



 
 

Fig. 5. IDEO’s user-centred approach to design. 
 
 
 
Comparison of European and Asian Design Practices  
 
The qualitative analysis of the perceived strengthens and weaknesses are based on the 
experience of the author of undertaking educational and professional collaborative projects in 
Korea, Japan, and Singapore 2000–2004. In particular a joint venture relationship between 
UK design group Bolton Associates and Korean design group Design Mall. It must be stated 
that the nature and scope of the findings are limited to the experience of the current 18-month 
Design Mall/Bolton Associates relationship. 
 
The general conclusion from the joint venture relationship is that both parties have benefited 
from bringing together two different cultures. The impact of reducing product design 
timescales was an initial stumbling block. Asian design groups work to a much more intensive 
and faster pace and have developed finely tuned skills in linking design to production related 
issues. The UK design group initially found this to be a culture shock. 
 
The intensity of the process and the willingness of the Asian clients to make quick decisions 
was refreshing and where crucial to achieving the demanding timescales. The speed of the 
process did identify one key problem area. There appeared to be a culture of developing a 
focused range of concepts that where in some cases deemed to be safe and workable. This 
scenario is understandable, as many of the projects had been revisited due to the long-
standing relationship with the clients. Credit must be given to Mr Choi, president of Design 
Mall, for having the cultural insight to attempt to bring into his company different cultural 
experiences. 

 
One observation was the impressive level of knowledge and awareness that Korean clients 
had of design and design-related issues. This sharing of different cultural approaches resulted 
in the UK design group becoming much faster at resolving concepts and the Korean design 
group becoming more reflective in the idea generation process. 
 
One of the key observations to emerge from the relationship was the need for design 
graduates with stronger core design skills underpinned by creative research skills relating to 
identifying user experiences. The reason for this observation can be attributed firstly to 
manufacturers now having a greater understanding of design and fully appreciating world-
class design qualities and secondly the reduction of product design timescales means that the 
translation process from idea generation to design refinement is more critical. 
 
The implications for design graduates means that they need to combine both creative free 
thinking with the ability to translate and refine ideas through the use of 2-D and 3-D sketching 
and, more importantly, to use 2-D packages to refine and resolve form and detailing issues 
prior to 3-D modelling/prototyping. Speed of decision-making will be crucial to the success of 
graduates attempting to succeed within the Asian markets. 
 
Table 1 provides an overview of the perceived strengths and weaknesses of European and 
Asian design practices. 
 



 

 
 
 

Fig. 6. The Bolton Associates and Design Mall Dreamfree collaborative project. 
 
 
Table 1. Summary of Comparison of Practices 
 
European Design Practice 
 
Cultural heritage/national identities     strength and 
weakness 
Multicultural societies      strength 
Creative independence      strength 
Creative insight and visual engagement    strength and weakness 
Craft based approach to design detailing    strength 
User Research and positioning     strength 
Niche market culture      strength and weakness 
Diversity of design experiences and educational provision  strength 
Investment in new and emerging technologies   weakness 
Maximizing opportunities (traditional routes to market)  weakness 
 
Asian Design Practice 
 
Cultural heritage/national identities     weakness 
Multicultural societies      weakness 
Creative independence      weakness 
Teamwork       strength and weakness 
Time from concept through to realization    strength  
Engineering and technical skills     strength 
Virtual (3-D CAD) and physical prototyping    strength 
Diversity of design experiences and educational provision  weakness 
Investment in new and emerging technologies (adoption)  strength 
Maximizing opportunities      strength 
 
 
 
 



 



Conclusions 
 
The paper has explored three key areas: 1. The impact of reducing product design 
timescales; 2. The impact of Asia on potential future design scenarios; and 3. What we can 
learn from our Asian partners. The following information draws a series of conclusions in 
relation to the topics raised. 
 
Impact of Reducing Product Design Timescales 
 
The product-design process will continue to become more intensive and operate at a much 
faster pace. It will be driven by more finely tuned skills linking design to production more 
seamlessly. Design educators will have to work harder to raise standards due to 
manufacturers now having a greater understanding of design and fully appreciating world-
class design qualities. A balance will need to be found between developing core design skills 
without suppressing creativity and individual approaches. All graduates will need to 
demonstrate above competent translational skills (idea generation to design refinement). 
Asian brands will force European companies to make decisions quicker in order to achieve 
success and this will require design educators to improve the decision-making skills in our 
graduates. 
 
Potential Future Product Design Educational Scenarios 
  
Within the context of reducing local manufacturing bases in Europe it is anticipated that there 
will be a reduction in demand for traditional product design based skills. This would result in a 
repositioning of the product design provision and may lead to a change in the profile of 
students from a vocational to a more academic orientated skill set. 
 
In relation to the consolidation of brands and manufacturing being more located in Asia it is 
anticipated that there is potential for an increase in number of post-graduate courses with 70 
percent of graduates from overseas countries increasingly sponsored by Asian 
manufacturers. We are mindful that an over emphasis on industry would result in a narrowing 
of provision and skills sets with the need for an increased emphasis being placed on team 
based activities and skills. A concern is the potential erosion of cultural/contextual studies 
within our provisions and the possible narrowing of the educational experience. 
 
We anticipate that within a user based scenario that cultural positioning and framing will 
become crucial to achieving economic success. We also anticipate a consolidation of 
educational provision in Europe into a number of centres of educational excellence with 
clearly defined distinctive characteristics that are increasingly collaborating with other key 
centres globally. 
 
What Can We Learn 
 
What can we learn from our Asian partners? It is naive to believe that our well-established 
European design models have nothing to learn from our Asian colleagues. As technology has 
moved forward at a rapid pace over the last 20 years, it is Asian cultures that have more fully 
embraced it and integrated into their modern lifestyles. We believe we can learn from these 
following characteristics of Asian society: 
 
• Present-day based culture 
• First-to-market mentality 
• Asian markets quicker at mass-market adoption 
• Asian markets accept new players to markets more readily 
• Strong product planning 
• Strong short-term strategies 



• Very strong engineering and technical culture 
• Willingness to embrace and adopt new technology 
• Internet-driven culture 
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