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East Asian countries emerging as new design “powerhouses”
East Asian countries such as Korea and Singapore are beginning to shift their economic emphasis away from low-cost production and into design, new research suggests.

The findings, which appear in a new report examining international design capabilities, could have significant implications for the UK, where high-value activities such as design are regarded as essential to future competitiveness.

The “International Design Scoreboard” has been produced by a consortium of UK universities led by the University of Cambridge and supported by the UK Design Council. It marks the first ever attempt to compare national design capabilities and will be published on April 15th. The project has been funded by a research grant over £300,000 from the joint Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC)/Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) research programme ‘Designing for the 21st Century’.
A total of 12 countries are assessed based on a series of indicators, including numbers of design graduates, and the strength of the design consultancy sector.

The results suggest that western nations are under increasing threat from emerging East Asian “powerhouses” as they develop their design sectors, invest in national design promotion and produce skilled design graduates. 

If their ambition is successful, countries such as Korea will become even more competitive in areas such as design. They will also have the added advantage over many Western countries of a close production base, which in many cases has already shifted to the East.
Britain is currently recognised as a world leader in design. Design consultancies (referred to in the report as the design services sector) have an annual turnover of around £4bn and the design industry as a whole has a value of around £11.6bn. The consultancy sector directly employs nearly 62,000 people, with many more designers, perhaps twice this number, employed in industry. Overall, the sector is regarded as integral to the country’s future competitiveness and economic prosperity.

“The study is an imperfect first attempt to rank countries’ design performance, but its overall results, which show that the design sector is growing in the Far East in a manner which outstrips many Western countries, are consistent with anecdotal evidence,” Dr James Moultrie, from the University of Cambridge’s Institute for Manufacturing, said.

“East Asian nations which have traditionally competed on price and low labour rates are now increasingly competing through design as well.”

The research measured design capability according to seven indicators: (1) public investment in design, (2) total number of design graduates, (3) number of World Intellectual Patent Office (WIPO) design registrations, (4) number of WIPO trademark registrations, (5) number of design firms, (6) turnover of design services sector and (7) employment in the design services.

Data was collected from a variety of sources, including national statistics agencies, published surveys and reports, and national design support bodies. 
Each indicator was assessed in both “absolute” and “relative” terms, in order to determine both the scale of a nation’s design capability and the intensity of design as a proportion of the economy. For example, total public investment in design promotion and support was measured alongside that investment as a percentage of Gross Domestic Product.
Unfortunately, reliable and comparable data was not available for a number of economies with a strong design emphasis, such as Germany and China. The 12 nations for which sufficient data was available were ranked both on their “absolute” and “relative” results. An average of their scores provides some sense of which countries are the best performers (see table).
The study ranks the UK 4th in absolute and 6th in relative terms. The UK retains its leading capabilities in design education, but the report raises concerns about a decline in both turnover and employment in the consultancy sector. Data suggests that the UK design services sector was adversely affected by the dot-com crash in 2001 and it may be that the sector will be further affected by the current economic climate. However, overall design employment appears to be rising, according to official DCMS figures. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the US ranks 1st overall in absolute terms. But it is South Korea that is emerging as a new design powerhouse, ranking second in both absolute and relative terms. Singapore ranks 1st in relative terms, suggesting a high intensity of design activity relative to the size of the nation. 

In both Korea and Singapore, sustained public investment is enabling the design sector to flourish, as evidenced through a growing number of design graduates and registration of trademarks and designs.
“While this study does not directly identify any clear link between the location of production and design, there is no doubting the desire of Korea and Singapore to build on their production base and develop their design capabilities,” Dr Moultrie added.

The report acknowledges that data is currently sparse and difficult to compare, meaning that any international comparison needs to be treated with care. It also lays out a proposal for a more reliable set of indicators, which will form the basis of future work.

In particular, no data was available for how much firms spend on design. The project team also teamed up with the UK Design Council to conduct an exploratory survey of design spend in UK firms. 

From a firm’s perspective, any spend on design is future orientated, whether it relates to the creation of products and services, the promotion and communication of offerings or the development of corporate identity. This original study demonstrated the viability of capturing data relating to such spend in firms. 

Initial estimates indicate that UK firms spend around £50bn on design annually. Of this, around £40bn is spent on design relating to the technical and engineering aspects of developing new products and services. This compares with private sector R&D spend at around £21bn. This high technical design spend in comparison with R&D is surprising, and further work is required to validate this value.
Spend on non-technical design, such as the user experience of products and services, promotion and corporate identity is in the order of £10bn, with 50% of this outsourced. These early results are based on a small sample 358 companies that are representative of UK firms. A separate report outlining these findings will also be published on April 15th.

A follow-up project is now being planned which will collate data for a wider range of nations to produce a more comprehensive set of international rankings. 
David Kester, Chief Executive of the Design Council, said: “For policy-makers to take concerted efforts around the application of design, we need strong evidence and common metrics. Over many years, the Design Council has carried out its own research and provided economic evidence that has informed the UK government’s understanding on design. 

“This report will add to the national evidence base on design and its role in the economy. It provides us with new methodologies to test and over time could add significantly to our common understanding of design in industry.”

Professor Philip Esler, Chief Executive of the Arts and Humanities Research Council, AHRC, said: “In the 19th century a deliberate and far-sighted investment in design made a major contribution to Britain’s leading role in the Industrial Revolution. In this era of the Digital Revolution, design will be just as, if not more important. 

“For Britain to rise to this challenge, it needs accurate measures of its performance relevant to competitor nations. This project, embracing science, engineering and the arts and humanities in the UK’s integrated research base, represents an important means to this end.”

The complete Design Scoreboard report, entitled International Design Scoreboard; Initial indicators of international design capabilities can be found at www.ifm.eng.cam.ac.uk/service/books/#reports. The report on design spend, Company spending on design: exploratory survey of firms 2008, is also available from the same site. 

Project partners included the Universities of Nottingham, Strathclyde, Cranfield, Dundee and Loughborough.  The work is also supported by the UK Design Council.

-ENDS-

For more information, please contact: Tom Kirk, Communications Office, University of Cambridge, Tel: +44 (0)1223 332300, mobile +44 (0)7917 535815, Email: tdk25@admin.cam.ac.uk
Interviews with Dr James Moultrie can be arranged on request.

Tables showing key findings and rankings are attached to this release.

Notes for editors:

1. Each year the AHRC provides approximately £102 million from the Government to support research and postgraduate study in the arts and humanities, from languages and law, archaeology and English literature to design and creative and performing arts. In any one year, the AHRC makes approximately 700 research awards and around 1,350 postgraduate awards. Awards are made after a rigorous peer review process, to ensure that only applications of the highest quality are funded. Arts and humanities researchers constitute over a quarter of all research-active staff in the higher education sector. The quality and range of research supported by this investment of public funds not only provides social and cultural benefits but also contributes to the economic success of the UK. www.ahrc.ac.uk 

2. Designing for the 21st Century: is a jointly funded Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) and Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) research programme aimed at extending our knowledge of design through research.  From architecture to engineering and applied arts through to fashion, computing and communications, design is an integral element of our lives.  As design requires a collaboration of minds and skills, this programme is a joint initiative between the AHRC and EPSRC. By coming together in this way, researchers funded by both research councils have been able to work collaboratively and foster understanding of the different perspectives of design research.   The programme has supported leading-edge design research which will explore new modes of design thinking suitable for the challenges of designing for the 21st Century society.   Its objectives incude:

· promoting the formation of new communities and networks of design researchers, practitioners and end-users of design 

· building shared understanding of theoretical concepts, cultures, languages and methods within different design communities 

· stimulating new ways of design thining that will meet the challenges of designing for the 21st Century Society 

· supporting leading edge research that is self-reflective, socially aware, economically enterprising and internationally significant. http://www.design21.dundee.ac.uk/
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	USA 


	1
	11
	• Overall highest for the absolute number of design graduates, World Intellectual Patent Office (WIPO) trademarks, and the design services sector. Lower rankings relative to GDP and population, suggests low design intensity across the whole nation

• No public investment, but many commercial agencies supporting design

• Comparatively little international trademark and design registration activity per million population

	Korea 
	2 
	2
	• High public investment in design in both absolute and relative terms

• High numbers of design graduates per million population and international design registrations

• The design services sector is still developing; with inconsistent data on turnover in this sector in comparison with other measures

	Japan
	3
	10
	• Established capabilities in design education and leading for WIPO registration of designs and trademarks

• A comparatively small design services sector, reflecting the industrial preference for the development of in‐house skills

	UK 
	4
	6
	• Historic capabilities in design education, with a comparatively large number of design graduates

• High employment in design per million population, with a large design services sector (second behind the USA). However, this sector has shrunk over the past ten years

• In relative terms, few international trademarks registrations

	Canada
	5
	5
	• A large and well‐established design services sector, with high design employment relative to the overall population

• Average number of WIPO designs and trademark registrations, with low relative numbers of registrations

	Singapore 
	6
	1
	• Although ranked 1st for the relative measures, Singapore is less dominant in absolute terms. This is unsurprising, given the small size of the country

• Very high public investment in design in comparison to other nations, alongside a clear and ambitious national policy for design

• A comparatively small design services sector, but with growing capabilities

	Sweden 
	7
	4
	• The absolute ranking is brought down by the comparatively low number of design graduates, and low activity in the international registration of designs and trademarks

• However, the design services sector and public investment are both large relative to the size of the country

	Hong

Kong


	8
	12
	• Average absolute public investment, but a strong national policy for design

• A small design services sector. But proximity to China needs to be taken into account when interpreting these measures

	Norway 
	9
	8
	• High public investment in design (3rd, behind Korea and Singapore)

• High numbers of WIPO trademark registrations per million population

	Denmark 
	10
	7
	• A clear national policy for design, but low relative public investment

• High numbers of WIPO design registrations per million population

	Finland 
	11
	9
	• An ambitious national policy for promotion and support of design, although with comparatively low funding as a proportion of GDP

• A relatively small design services sector, albeit with apparently high turnover as a proportion of GDP

	Iceland 
	12
	3
	• The high performance in relative terms of Iceland is balanced by consistently low scores in absolute terms

• A large number of design graduates per million population


