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The Evolution of  Design Management: 
A Comparison of  the UK, US, and Japan

Although we use the same word “design management” to describe and define the strategy, organization, 
and implementation of managing design, the UK, US, and Japan demonstrate different approaches to it, 
because of their different cultures, national policies, and manufacturing histories. In the UK, starting from 
problem of managing design consultancy efficiently, design management sought to develop a separate 
category of management related to design. It endeavors to be independent from design and become a sub-
category of management. In the US, originating from design service for industry, design management refers 
to the management of design issues for adding value to business development. Japan developed design 
management into a more practical approach. In Japan design was initially used as a way to control quality 
and cost in process management. Later the Japanese approach to design management, in which design 
management seeks to include design as a general part of process management, was formulated. These 
three approaches strongly influenced other countries. Through comparison of these three approaches, this 
paper shows how the context influences the content of design management. This will enable scholars to 
understand the development of national industry and design management practices. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

Design management has developed in tandem 
with the manufacturing industry. Thus, manu-
facturing, design issues, and their interactions 
are central to design management research. In 
practice, there are two elements which have a 
direct influence on design management practices 
at the enterprise level, design development and 
design awareness. Design management is also 
influenced by the macro background, which con-
sists of economic, political and cultural factors. 
Since the evolution of these background factors 
varies between countries, there are many differ-
ent practices of design management and patterns 
of recognition of design in companies. Among 
scholars, this is evidenced by the fact that no con-
sensus definition of design management exists. 
The relationship between design management 
practices in industry, the design profession, and 
its macro background is shown in Figure 1, which 
represents the conceptual model of the research.

The factors at the nat ional level, including 
economic and political factors and the role of 
government in promoting design, and at the 
industrial level, such as industry practices and 

the design profession, must be explored in order 
to understand design management practices in 
different countries. In this paper, the factors in-
fluencing design management in the UK, US, and 
Japan are discussed. These three countries have 
held leading positions in design, design manage-
ment, technology, and economy. The UK and US 
have both played major roles in representing a 
particular approach to economic development, 
based upon neo-classical economic theories, most 
recently evident in the idea of the “free market.” 
This advocates the free play of market forces un-
hindered by any government control or interfer-
ence. By contrast, the economic recovery of Japan 
after the Second World War was based upon 
government intervention, with the Ministry of 
International Trade and Industry (MITI) playing 
a leading role. This also profoundly influenced 
the subsequent development of Taiwan and South 
Korea as economic powerhouses. An overlooked 
component in the Japanese “economic miracle” 
was the development of design and, in particular, 
of design management as an integral component 
of industrial development. 

The content of design management may be di-
vided into three levels: implementation, function, 

Figure 1. Factors influencing approaches to the study of design management 
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and strategy (Borja de Mozota, 2003). As with the 
linkage between design and business, the three 
levels of design management are influenced by 
the conditions of the nation and its industries and 
enterprises. Though scholars have investigated 
these issues from the standpoint of design his-
tory, horizontal comparisons between different 
countries are lacking. This research will thus 
answer the question, “in formulating the ap-
proach to design management, how is the content 
of design management influenced by its context, 
including macro factors, industry development, 
the role of government, and design profession 
development?” In this study, major studies and 
publications on each factor in each country are 
reviewed and professional opinions are obtained 
via expert interviews. Finally, the origin and 
evolvement of design management in each of 
these different contexts is proposed in this paper. 
This not only contributes to a holistic under-
standing of design management, but also acts as a 
guide to developing design management through 
adaptation to local conditions in a country. This is 
especially critical for developing countries seek-
ing to establish their own strategies for using 
design in business development. 

2. ORIGINS OF DESIGN MANAGEMENT IN 
THE UK 

Although European and US designers vary in 
their economic, management , and polit ical 
backgrounds, they have much to learn from 
one another. Europeans generally manufacture 
products in smaller quantities to serve a more 
homogeneous national market. Their products 
were developed with less dependence upon 
marketing and consumer studies, and with 
smal ler produc t ion volumes t hat could be 
achieved with simpler tooling and higher labor 
costs. US products, on the other hand, had to 
appeal to a diverse consumer base. Therefore, 
they were more dependent upon marketing 
analysis and promotional planning and on high-

volume product ion, which demanded more 
complex tooling and lower labor costs (Pulos, 
1988). This resulted in differing paths of the 
design development. 

Of the European countries, the UK was the first 
to use the term “design management”. Today UK 
research into design management is still consid-
ered to be a major influence in the world, with 
strong support from government and education. 

2.1 1851 London Exhibition: A turning point 

As the cradle of Industrial Revolution, the UK re-
tained technological leadership until the middle 
of the nineteenth century. By the 1830s, however, 
it became evident that design leadership was not 
necessarily achieved via technological advances. 
This was clearly evident in the report on the pro-
ceedings of the UK Parliamentary Commission on 
Art and Industry (Quentin Bell), issued in 1836, 
in which industrial design was mentioned as an 
independent activity for the first time. 

Henry Cole was the key figure advocating the 
application of art to industry. As he stated, an 
alliance bet ween f ine art and manufacture 
would promote public taste (Woodham, 1986). 
His thinking even inf luenced the UK products 
displayed in the 1851 London Exhibition. The 
Crystal Palace indicated that a winning industrial 
strategy would be to harness what was described 
as “artistic craftsmanship” for the design of 
manufactured products. However, UK products 
were not based on mass-production by mechani-
cal techniques. Instead, production was a craft-
based, with molds made and products finished by 
hand (Conway, 1977). 

Another dominant opinion was represented by 
William Morris, who, as a leader of the 19th-
century English Arts and Crafts Movement, ad-
vocated the combination of art and craft and was 
anti-industry in his attitude. He proposed that in-
dustrial crafts could be revived as a collaborative 
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enterprise of designers and craftsmen. In fact, 
Morris’s opinion resulted in not only a separation 
from industry, but also a separation between de-
sign and art, which was reflected in education. As 
a design school, RCA has maintained its name as 
an “art” school, instead of “design” school, from 
1896 to the present.

After the severe Great Depression of 1873-1896, 
UK technological leadership gradually receded. 
Meanwhile, other industrializing nations, such as 
the United States and Germany, were more recep-
tive to overseas investment and began industrial-
izing at a rapid rate, especially after Queen Victo-
ria’s death in 1901. The losses and destruction of 
the First World War, the depression in the 1930s, 
and decades of relatively slow growth eroded 
the United Kingdom’s pre-eminent international 
position of the previous century. 

Although the growth of UK economy was not  as 
fast as other major European powers and the 
UK gradually lost its colonial markets, profes-
sional design emerged slowly but continuously, 
especially in the profession of design consultant 
(Sparke, 1990). There were two reasons for this 
progress: the endeavor to promote design by the 
UK Government through national polices and pro-
motion organizations, and the growing practice 
of design consultancy. 

2.2 UK Government: Managing Design at the 
National Level

The UK Government played an active role in 
providing support for design and innovation poli-
cies (Walsh, Roy, Bruce, & Potter, 1992). The UK 
usually promoted design in industries and the 
public arena by national design policy and design 
(management) research projects, through its var-
ious agencies. Among them, the Design Council 
(formerly the Council of Industrial Design, CoID) 
played an essential role in connecting design 
practice with national policy. It was established 
in 1944 by Hugh Dalton, President of the Board of 

Trade in the wartime Government. Its objective 
was “to promote by all practicable means the 
improvement of design in the products of UK in-
dustry” (Russell, 1968). To promote good design 
among manufacturers and consumers, it orga-
nized a series of exhibitions, lectures, and confer-
ences, including the The UK Can Make It (BCMI) 
exhibition of 1946, “Design Weeks” around The 
UK, the launch of Design magazine in 1949, the 
Festival of The UK in 1951, the establishment of 
the Design Centre in 1956, and the Design Centre 
Award Scheme in 1957. The Design Council was 
in its structure a typical UK solution, in that it 
was financed by government but not controlled in 
detail by it. The role of the Council was intended 
to be a bridge between government and practice, 
but in fact, it remained an outside force to both. 

2.3 Design Consultancy: An Independent 
Profession

As another resource of professional design 
development, design consultancy was in fact 
the main context of design activities and design 
management practice. It was in the 1930s that UK 
efforts to develop design consultancy along US 
lines emerged (Sparke, 2004). In the 1940s, early 
UK consultant designers emerged to provide a 
necessary alternative to the traditional system of 
in-house designers. Later, a mature generation of 
design companies appeared from two directions 
in the 1950s. From the 1970s, new design compa-
nies came out with greater specialization, which 
usually broke down into groups within large 
organizations (Sparke, 1990).  

In these design consultancies, management 
issues were gradually involved in their busi-
ness development. The relationship between 
design and management in practice became 
divided into two stages: first, the management 
of different functions, project management and 
financial management, and second, management 
of expanded business. In the early stages, design 
consultancies were usually founded by designers 
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or partners, who were professionals in design 
or related principles. They lacked the experi-
ence and knowledge to run a business. To solve 
the business and management problems during 
their development, many design consultancies 
employed management consultants or marketing 
professionals. This led to the original combina-
tion of design and management in practice. 

The second stage began in the 1980s and was 
influenced by a transformation of business type 
and globalization. As design consultancies went 
public, they underwent a series of mergers and 
transformations in their practices. Expanding 
design consultancies face many challenges, such 
as how design should be managed as a resource 
both in design business and outside, and how to 
transform design from one-off jobbing activities 
into part of a corporate system (Sparke, 1990). 
These problems finally led to the boom in design 
management research. Faced with these chal-
lenges, the design consultancies modified their 
structure and management through employing 
professionals (Linton, 1988). 

It was the practice and study of managing design 
consultancies that directly contributed to the 
emergence of design management in The UK. In 
1960, Dorothy Goslett published the first version 
of her influential book Professional Practice for 
Designers, which explicitly introduced profes-
sional practice and design administration to 
professional designers both in consultancy and 
as freelancers. In the academic field, the book 
Design Management, written by Michael Farr in 
1966 represents the emergence of the term “de-
sign management” formally. In the course of his 
work in Pentagram, Peter Gorb published Living 
by Design in 1978 and established the first design 
management class for MBA students at the Lon-
don Business School (LBS) in the UK.

2.4 Design in Industries 

The earliest contributions to industrial design 
and design management in the UK were made by 

Frank Pick. His major contribution was the rede-
sign of the London transportation system, which 
in the 1930s reached a height of excellence in a 
strongly unified system. This work was outstand-
ing, but it should be noted that it was a transport 
system, a public service, that he managed, not a 
manufacturing company.

Since 1950, the UK has consistently lost market 
share both within the UK itself, where imports 
have been taking an increasing share of the 
home market, and in world markets. Corfield 
indicated that a lack of emphasis on design led 
to lower product quality, which resulted directly 
in decreased exports. After Pick, it was not until 
the mid-1950s that a few of the larger companies 
began to employ “stylists” or designers in the UK 
(Olins, 1986). Although design as a profession had 
developed into an independent industry to a cer-
tain extent at that time, designers were still low 
in status. Companies preferred to rely on large 
advertising agencies for creative and marketing 
services. Until the early 1960s, there were few 
UK enterprises employing designers on a massive 
scale. In view of this situation, scholars suggested 
that the move to better design must be export-
led, and a general improvement in communica-
tion between the design profession and industry 
was needed. For many, the establishment of the 
Design Management Unit at LBS represented the 
kind of positive initiative required.

Meanwhile, the government played an active 
role in promoting the application of design in 
manufacturing enterprises. In 1982, a Funded 
Consultancy Scheme was founded by the Design 
Council. It offered companies having 30-1000 
workers the use of a design consultant free for 
two-weeks and a further similar period at half-
price. This was closely attuned to the thinking of 
Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative Government, 
and soon became the order of the day.  

However, from its beginning, based on various 
studies, UK manufacturers were analyzed and 
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criticized as lacking awareness of design value, 
which resulted in the poor performance of indus-
tries and the economy in international markets 
(CNAA, 1984; Ughanwa & Baker, 1989). In many 
enterprises, design was only viewed as a “face-
lift” or styling a product (Lorenz, 1984). With 
practical experience of design and an educational 
background combining business and design, Alan 
Topalian observed: “the UK’s dramatic slide down 
the league of industrial nations is a clear indica-
tion that the neglect of design is detrimental to 
profitability” (Topalian, 1985).

2.5 UK: Design Management in Academia

In UK, it is the practice of design consultancies 
that is the primary source for the birth of design 
management. Though the term ‘design manage-
ment’ first emerged in the UK, its development 
was limited to the academic field with a separa-
tion from practice in industries. Since the Indus-
trial Revolution, the UK maintained a weak indus-
trial structure and relied on its imperial-trade 
market. With the decline in manufacturing, the 
gap between design and management increased, 
relative to the progress of design management 
as an independent profession. As a result, the 
content of design management in the UK mainly 
consists of two separate parts: practice and 
theory. As John Heskett (interview, September 
5, 2008) stated, in the UK, design management 
sought to develop a separate category of manage-
ment related to design. It endeavored to be inde-
pendent from design and become a sub-category 
of management.

3. ORIGINS OF DESIGN MANAGEMENT IN 
THE US 

3.1 Protectionism and the American System 

Given the current emphasis on “the Free Market” 
in the US, it may appear surprising that protec-
tionism was the macroeconomic background of 
early industrial development in the US. Previ-
ously, UK trade policy toward the US colonies was 
mercantilist, positioning the colonial economy 

as part of a closed and tightly-controlled system. 
Having achieved independence, however, many in 
the fledgling United States advocated protection-
ist policies similar to those they had earlier con-
demned. In his “Report on Manufactures” in 1791, 
Alexander Hamilton, the first US Secretary of the 
Treasury and the principal advocate of import 
restrictions, emphasized the needs of infant in-
dustries (Hamilton, 1957). Hamilton claimed that 
imposing tariffs to help protect newly founded 
infant industries allowed those domestic indus-
tries to grow and to later become self-sufficient 
within the international economy once they reach 
a reasonable size.   

The United States was influenced by the Indus-
trial Revolution in the UK around 1770, which 
led to the development of industrialization and 
mechanization (Heskett, 1980). It established 
a basis for modern manufacturing, and trans-
formed a scattered and erratic system of home 
manufactories into industries. Meanwhile, there 
was also a sense of urgency to establish an in-
dependent nation. With independence, products 
were designed with historic features as a model 
for countless reproductions in the future (Pulos, 
1993). The earliest design practices can be traced 
to this time.

A characteristic approach was taken up in the 
United States around 1800, and developed on a 
scale that thoroughly justified its being called “the 
American system” (Heskett, 1980). Throughout 
the 19th Century, leading The US statesmen, in-
cluding Senator Henry Clay, continued Hamilton’s 
themes within the Whig Party under the name 
“the American System”, which first began to be 
recognized by the world as a result of the 1851 
London Exhibition. Although the US products in 
this exhibition were criticized at first as being 
severe and even tasteless with little or no orna-
mental value, the improvements in the American 
system of manufacturing demonstrated that a 
product designed for machine production could 
be made substantially less expensively than 
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the best handmade product. This was finally 
recognized by visitors (Pulos, 1993). In fact, the 
design of products for mass-production affected 
the whole work system, including organization, 
co-ordination of production, the work-process, 
marketing methods, and type and form of the 
goods produced (Heskett, 1980; Pulos, 1993). 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, there 
were series of tremendous changes in manu-
facturing, society and arts, including Frederick 
W. Taylor’s studies of Scientific Management, 
which transformed the life of the US with mass-
produced products, continued its influence into 
the twentieth century and totally changed the 
management of manufacturing. 

3.2 Mass-production

The culmination of early mass-production began 
to appear before the First World War in the 
automobile industry. In 1907, Henry Ford began 
manufacturing the Model T on the premise that 
the automobile of the future should be affordable 
to the masses. The principle of modern mass-
production system was: quantity production of a 
standard design with interchangeable parts, on 
a moving assembly line, to the pace and nature of 
which the workers were compelled to adapt (Hes-
kett, 1980). When Henry Ford’s production lines 
became the prototype for other factories produc-
ing war materials in the First World War (1914-
18), the world began to realize the capabilities of 
mass-production methods (Pulos, 1993).

Technological innovation and mass-production 
brought former luxury items to people at lower 
income levels, The US people preferred “buying 
a living” in the 1920s (Meikle, 2001). To meet 
market demand, the productive capacity devel-
oped in wartime was transformed into consumer 
production. To align market demand with their 
production capacity, manufacturers began to fo-
cus on variations in product form and packaging 
(Heskett, 2003). Businessmen were advised to 
revise their products “to fit new needs or ideas.” 

However, it seemed that there was a conflict be-
tween consumer demand and the system of mass 
manufacturing (Meikle, 2001; Pulos, 1993). 

The nature of mass-production is its inflexibility 
(Heskett, 2003). The system of mass manufac-
turing is based on a fixed production line and 
standardized components, which require large 
investments. To achieve high market returns 
based on this inflexible system, products had to 
be manufactured in large volumes with constant 
flows of resources and products. Design was seen 
as an economical and efficient method to balance 
the requirements of mass manufacturing systems 
against the demands of mass consumption. It 
was General Motors (GM) which developed a new 
product-policy programme by emphasizing “the 
very great importance of styling in selling” in 
1921. GM first used this logic to guide planning 
and management. This can be viewed as the earli-
est practice of design management in the automo-
bile industry with a combination of the practice 
known as styling and industrial management.

It was the First World War that marked a turning 
point in US design. US industrial arts, despite the 
general feeling that they were generations behind 
those of Europe, began to catch up. The war 
stimulated an enormous expansion of US produc-
tive capacity, which was converted after 1918 
into a consumer boom. With the growth of mass-
production based on massive capital investment, 
there was a constant search for means of reducing 
costs and increasing sales. Standardization and 
rationalization appeared as an answer. Improved 
visual form of products became an important tool 
for boosting sales. However, the Wall Street Crash 
of 1929 and the subsequent Depression created 
intense competitive pressures among those firms 
that survived, resulting in a further alignment of 
industrial design and manufacturing. 

From its beginning, industrial design was embed-
ded in US industries. However, its value was not 
widely recognized until the Depression. Industri-
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al design was more concerned with making com-
mon necessities attractive to the general public 
during this decade. At that time, encouraged by 
the successful example of GM, many design de-
partments were established under various titles 
by large automobile manufacturers and other 
product manufacturers (Heskett, 1980). Mean-
while, professional design consultancies were 
also employed by manufacturing firms (Meikle, 
2001). Thus, US designers began to demonstrate 
their ability, driven by the short-term commit-
ments of manufacturers to design leadership in 
transforming science and technology for human 
service (Pulos, 1993). Streamlining emerged at 
that time as a recovery slogan. In addition, an 
Index of The US Design in the Federal Art Project 
was established by the US Government (from 
1935 to 1943) to stimulate the public’s interest in 
design (Pulos, 1993). Two major design organiza-
tions, the American Designers Institute (ADI) and 
the Society of Industrial Designers (SID), were 
also founded in the United States in 1938 and 
1944, respectively.

3.3 Internal Design: Management in 
Organization

After the Depression, both the relationship be-
tween design and business, and its position in an 
organizational structure, continued to develop, 
especially in the context of organizational man-
agement. Integration of the design function into 
the structure of companies means, however, that 
designers’ achievements cannot be considered in 
isolation, but have to be understood and evalu-
ated within the framework of the corporate pur-
poses they serve, and the corporate values they 
express. In many companies, such as IBM, design 
is linked closely to a large Research and Devel-
opment department, its role being to give the 
latter’s work a form accessible and acceptable to 
the public (Heskett, 1980). As a result, according 
to different scales of business, companies began 
to use diverse strategies of developing in-house 
design. Some mid-size companies depended upon 
outside consultants. Major manufacturers were 

the most likely to have fully staffed corporate 
design departments, the heads of which reported 
to top management and were at the same level as 
the heads of engineering and marketing. In some 
companies, the industrial design group operated, 
in effect, as a company within the company (Pu-
los, 1988). 

3.4 Design Consultancy: Managing Design 
for Business

In the US, the first generation of professional 
industrial designers was represented by the 
“big four”, Walter Dorwin Teague, Norman Bel 
Geddes, Henry Dreyfuss, and Raymond Loewy, 
in the 1920s. They contributed to the US design 
consultancy by establishing the first fully-fledged 
industrial design offices with similar methods 
of operation. Their lives and work provide an 
index of the origins, purposes, and early ac-
complishments of industrial design. Their work 
also contributed to the management of design 
consultancies including the formation of a basic 
working procedure of design service and admin-
istrative management. For example, in the 1940s, 
Bel Geddes distinguished his operation of design 
consultancy with office manuals, which incorpo-
rated Taylor’s theory of the factory management 
for efficiency (Meikle, 2001). 

3.5 Design Management as a Profession

In the academic field, based on design practice 
in industries, the Aspen conference in 1950s and 
the establishment of the DMI in 1975 represented 
the emergence of design management as a profes-
sion. The Aspen conference began to systemically 
think about design in the content of management 
in a series of conferences, including “Design as a 
Function of Management”, held in 1952 and 1953. 
With the establishment of the Design Manage-
ment Institute in 1975 at the Massachusetts Col-
lege of Art in Boston in the United States, design 
management tended to follow Europe and the US 
in the late 1970s (Cooper, 2006). In practice, some 
designers, in either a corporate or consultant 
context, began to enter the management level. 
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They were gradually moving up the management 
ladder to positions where the appearance, the 
performance, and the dependability of the prod-
uct were only part of a broad spectrum of con-
cerns that included price planning, programming, 
line control, and market analysis (Pulos, 1988). In 
the US, design management education reflected 
the educational system it belonged to. In business 
schools, it was initially only part of classes and 
focused on marketing (McAusland, 1993). While 
in engineering schools it emphasized engineering 
science, in industrial design schools had a strong 
product focus (Kefallonitis, 2007; Ulrich & Ep-
pinger, 1992). 

3.6 US: Design Management in Industries

Design management in the content of industry 
is the key characteristic of the US approach to 
design management. Both in business practice 
and in academic research, design management is 
viewed in the context of business and as a part of 
management in practice. Design management re-
fers to the management of design related issues, 
including strategy, organization and operation to 
adding value for business development. Even in 
education, design management is a part of MBA 
programs in many business schools, and it is 
viewed as a part of the management profession, 
instead of as an independent discipline.

4. ORIGIN OF DESIGN MANAGEMENT 
IN JAPAN 

4.1 Influence of Foreign Countries

After the Second World War, US policy had the 
greatest inf luence on economic and design de-
velopment in Japan. From 1945 to 1951, in the 
post-war occupation, Japanese industries were 
restricted by the US. Japanese firms imported US 
products and imitated them. US forces occupied 
Japanese cities and their lifestyle influenced the 
Japanese (Ekuan, 1991; Tsuruta, 1990). The US 
lifestyle was considered as being clean and ef-
ficient, one that afforded comfort and was within 

the reach of anyone living within a democratic so-
ciety. The Japanese economy did not develop until 
US removed its restrictive policy in 1951. After 
the outbreak of war in Korea, a powerful Japanese 
economy became a vital element of US policy. 
Japanese enterprises were enriched by large and 
valuable orders for military equipment and sup-
plies. These factors led to the development of the 
Japanese economy, which was recognized as a 
milestone in the development of design.

In modern Japanese history, overseas study 
projects were traditionally the main channel for 
study of advanced foreign technology and knowl-
edge, and the majority of these missions were or-
ganized by government. They introduced foreign 
design knowledge into Japan. The first generation 
of Japanese designers was cultivated in this way. 
The Iwakura Mission was the first study abroad 
project, which was launched in 1871, and con-
sisted of about one hundred officials, translators, 
technical experts, and students, who to set out to 
learn about European manufacturing techniques 
and collect examples of European goods (Hiesing-
er, 1994). There was also a special project for 
industrial design from 1955 to 1966, which was 
instituted by the MITI and administered by the 
Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO). 
Inf luenced by the overseas study project by 
MITI, from 1950, there were increasing numbers 
of overseas design studies, organized either by 
professional design organizations or by private 
companies starting in 1950.  

Foreign advisers and consultants also trans-
ferred knowledge in the development of modern 
Japanese design. These advisers can be divided 
into three levels: national, design professional, 
and management.

At the national level, German scholars such as Dr. 
Gottfried Wagener and Bruno Taut were invited 
by the Japanese Government in the 19th century 
and after the First World War. They introduced 
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the ideas of designing and producing consumer 
goods, referencing practices in the Deutscher 
Werkbund (Fischer, 1994). Similarly, US scholars 
George Nelson and Freda Diamond were invited 
in 1957 to review Japanese goods for their suit-
ability as exports (Hiesinger, 1994).

At the professional level, Raymond Loewy, Niels 
Diffrient, and Jan Doblin were invited by MITI in 
the 1950s. The effect of this was so significant 
that it influenced the development of the consul-
tant-design profession in Japan. In addition, an 
advisory group was invited from the Art Centre 
School of Los Angeles in 1956. They recom-
mended improving design standards in Japanese 
products and packaging, encouraged the develop-
ment of design education, and urged a long-term 
view in developing markets for new products.

At the level of management, W. Edwards Dem-
ing and J. M. Juran were also invited to advise 
Japanese enterprises. With their theories and 
practice in Japan through the books Quality-
control Handbook (1951) and Sample Design in 
Business Research (1960), they contributed to the 
modern practice of management in the Japanese 
enterprises which provided the basis for the  “the 
art of Japanese management”. 

4.2 Government Promotion: National Policy

In the Japanese Government’s role of contributing 
design and design management, the government-
business linkage was a distinctive and significant 
one (Evans, 1990). There was close co-operation 
between the business conglomerates and the 
state (Sparke, 1987). These links were fundamen-
tal elements of the design management success 
in Japan, because they enabled rapid progress in 
highly capital-intensive research (Evans, 1990).

The Japanese government not only supported 
economic g row t h, but a lso cont r ibuted to 
design development in various ways. It was the 
technology and quality control introduced by the 

government that made it possible for one industry 
after another to overtake longer-established 
competitors abroad and build Japan’s export 
markets (Aldersey-Williams, 1992). It also sowed 
the seeds for design to enter Japanese companies. 
Hiesinger (1994) gave examples of design laws 
and policies established by Japanese Government, 
such as the design law of 1921, which required 
a  s t at ement of  “or ig i n a l i t y ”  i n  copy r ig ht 
application, the Export Commodities Design Law 
of 1959, which regulated official registration 
of design, and the design policies of the 1990s. 
Raizman also emphasized the contributions of 
the Japanese Government through its agencies, 
such as the MITI, JETRO, JIDPO, and the awarding 
of prizes, especially the G-Mark. 

4.3 Design Consultancy

The consultant-design profession in Japan was 
modeled on the practices of US industrial design-
ers (Hiesinger, 1994). Sparke argued that profes-
sional industrial design consultants began to 
form based on the influence of Loewy’s design of 
Peace cigarette, texts by Henry Dreyfuss and Har-
old Van Doren translated into Japanese, and sup-
port from JIDA. However, these consultants, who 
stood in the position of outside commentators, 
failed to note the factors influencing the founda-
tion of Japanese consultancies in the 1960s, such 
as GK Associates and Hirano Associates, based on 
internal needs rather than external practices.  

At present, as the business, industrial, and mar-
ket environment of design changes, three new 
types of Japanese design consultants have devel-
oped: network system, design-market critics, and 
technology direction (Masuda, 1996). They also 
formulated their own characteristics, which may 
be categorized as follows: (1) a small proportion 
of design consultancies in Japanese design; (2) 
integration of external and internal design; (3) a 
long-term relationship with manufacturers in key 
industries; and (4) a limited role.
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4.4 Internal Design

After the Second World War, the rapid change 
of industrial structure and national policies 
heightened the recognition of design among 
Japanese manufacturers. When home appliances 
were assigned to large manufacturing companies 
to produce, new foreign technologies were 
employed to increase the competitiveness of the 
products. This led the manufacturers to gradually 
recognize the role of design. Further, the effect 
of the channels for exchange of ideas between 
bureaucrats and businessmen in Japan should not 
be underestimated. These exchanges indirectly 
convinced manufacturers to employ designers at 
that time (Heskett, 1998).

From the early 1950s, in-house design depart-
ments were established in large companies. 
However, during this period, most design overtly 
imitated European design, such as Canon copying 
the German Leica camera or Honda’s imitation of 
the UK Mini. Japanese products were described as 
“cheap, imitative and shoddy”, because Japanese 
companies were unwilling to employ designers 
and preferred to emphasize low price. This situa-
tion did not change until the 1960s. At that time, 
design began to demonstrate its important role 
in promoting exports and most large firms had 
established in-house design divisions. Designers 
started to be involved in the process of market 
research, consumer research, and product plan-
ning. As a result, the standard of products and 
production rose, and a rational mass-production 
system was established. Later, in-house design 
departments expanded in both scale and quantity 
in the 1970s and 1980s. 

4.5 Development of Design Management

In Japan, design management is considered key 
factor in Japan’s economic success (Hawk, 1990). 
The content of design management developed in 
Japanese companies as the companies themselves 
developed. Design was seen as an advantage for 
Japanese products, which contributed to their 
international competitiveness. The term “design 

management” was already emerging in 1957, 
when Japan entered a period of rapid economic 
growth. Differing from other terms in manage-
ment which have been directly translated into 
Japanese from English, design management is 
expressed in Japanese as デザインマネジメン
ト which reads Dezain Manejimento, written in 
Katakana, which is a transliteration, not transla-
tion, of the words “Design Management” in Eng-
lish (Kiro, 1992). 

In the 1950s, Japan began to acquire technolo-
gies from Europe and the US, and firms used 
industrial design to produce products matching 
the requirements of local consumers. This led to 
dramatically increasing demands for designers 
which exceeded the supply, even when the large 
number of graduates from overseas studies was 
taken into account. In this instance, “design ef-
ficiency” was the focus of business management. 
This contributed to the emergence of design man-
agement, which explored methods for enhancing 
the productivity of design departments. 

The evolution of design management in Japan can 
be divided into four stages:
(1) The Emergence of Design Management (1957-

1966): In this stage work focused on the 
definition of design management and stan-
dardization of design business.

(2) The Enrichment of Design Management (1967-
1976): During this period, the main changes 
were the growth of industrial design both in 
domestic and international platforms, and 
its increasing contribution to the growth of 
the economy (Yoshioka, 1993). Meanwhile, in 
Japanese companies, the importance of inno-
vative product and design development was 
gradually being realized. Design and technol-
ogy management became part of culture, 
economy, and strategy. This was a hitherto 
unique phenomenon in Japan’s design and 
economic history (Bangert, 2007).

(3) The Deployment of Design Management 
(1977-1986): Japanese industrial design 
entered its mature phase in the early 1980s. 
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To cope with market segmentation and the 
diversification of consumer needs, market 
strategy began to focus on design. Meanwhile, 
there was a global energy crisis at that time. 
To survive, Japanese enterprises empha-
sized enhancing product quality, decreasing 
production-cost, and low-cost sales. “Design 
efficiency” became an influential topic. The 
key issues of design management at that 
period were: how to operate a company in the 
low-growth economy, and how to cope with 
the relationship between different functions.

(4) The Development of Design Management 
(1987-present): Design in this period achieved 
distinct effects in two areas: design and na-
tional life. In the area of design, 1989 was the 
Japan Design Year. The ICSID ’89 Nagoya con-
ference and the plan for new targets of design 
for the 1990s were completed that year (JIDA, 
1990; Yoshioka, 1993). However, the 1992 im-
plosion of the “Bubble Economy” in 1992 sent 
deep shocks throughout Japanese society. The 
nearly 9% annual expansion rate in design 
services prior to 1992 collapsed, with serious 
cut-backs, while some design consultancies 
went bankrupt (Heskett, 2004). However, 
with the new trends of the global economy, 
information design, and the high added-value 
of products, the content of design manage-
ment was broadened in this period to include 
product development, organization manage-
ment, and globalization. 

4.6 Japan: Design Management as Part of 
Process Management

The Japanese Government was the original moti-
vator of design management in Japan. It promoted 
design through different agencies in different 
historic stages, as well as design policies, includ-
ing overseas study projects and invitations to 
foreign designers or experts to visit Japan. It con-
tributed to the emergence of professional design 
both among manufacturers and in design offices. 
To guide the field’s direction, the Good Design 
Award was established. Together with the devel-
opment of design education and the application 
of design research, especially market research, 
design management in Japan first emerged in 

manufacturing. This also determined the content 
of design management in Japan, which is different 
from that of other countries. As Heskett (inter-
view, September 5, 2008) stated, design manage-
ment in Japan has been from its beginning, and 
still is, a part of the process of management.

5. THE THREE PATHS 

The main information of design management 
in the UK, US and Japan is listed in Table 1 and 
Figure 2. Table 1 shows the practice of design 
management through criteria at the company 
level and presents information on the macro 
background. At the company level, design devel-
opment and manufacturer’s recognition of design, 
criteria of design origin, early design practice, 
design organization, internal and external design 
are described. For the macro background, crite-
ria of design education and industry are listed. 
Figure 2 shows the main events in the economy, 
technology, design and politics as a timeline. In 
the UK, modern design practice initially emerged 
in design consultancies, a professional field. The 
UK Government also supported design through 
supporting research projects, forming a platform 
to combine design and business, promoting “good 
design” in industry, and formulating design poli-
cies. However, UK manufacturers lacked recogni-
tion of design and did not thoroughly integrate 
it into industry. This resulted in poor export 
performance. Since manufacturing is the basis for 
design management practice, with the erosion of 
its manufacturing base, UK design management 
became generally limited to the academic field 
and developed into an independent discipline. As 
a result, the UK approach to design management 
could be viewed as a separate category of man-
agement relating to design. 

From its beginnings, design was closely con-
nected to manufacturing and business in the US. 
It was the inflexible character of mass-production 
that directly led to the emergence of industrial 
design in the form of “styling” among US manu-
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facturing enterprises. The first generation of 
industrial designers emerged in the 1920s. After 
that, the importance of design was recognized by 
the majority of US companies during the Depres-
sion in the 1930s. A large number of internal 
design departments were established as a result. 
Based on the American system and Taylor’s sci-

entific management theory, management became 
a profession and became increasingly important 
in the practices of US companies. Since design 
was developed in the content of industry from its 
beginning, design management was viewed as a 
part of the management profession and business 
content in the US. 

Table 1. Design management practice in the three countries
UK US Japan

Design 

Origin 1836 UK Parliamentary Paper 
(Art and Industry)

Inflexible mass-production German consultants in the 19th 
century, referencing practice of  
Deutscher Werkbund;

Early practice DIA in 1914
Design consultancy and 
freelancer

GM product policy program;
Raymond Loewy.

Mainly by internal design

Design 
organization

Design Council (1944), DIA 
(1938). SIAD (1944)

ADI, SID, DMI JETRO, JIDPO

Government

Promotion Influenced by design promoters
Endeavor to introduce “good 
design” to the public;
Promote application of  design in 
industry;

Index of  The US Design in 
Federal Art Project

National policy
Introduced design to practice of  
enterprises
Overseas study project;
Employ foreign consultant.

Industry 

Internal design Company lacks design awareness
Design without high status.

Product policy program in 1921; 
design departments established 
in the Depression;
Design function integrated in 
organization structure.

Design management refers to 
managing design section; internal 
design department established 
after the Second World War.

Industries Poor performance of  export 
industry;
Manufacturing was surpassed 
by US and Germany after the 
Second World War.

Protectionism since 1791; From 
its beginning, industrial design is 
in the context of  industry.

Obtain export market through 
technology and quality control.

Design 
Profession
Design 
consultancy

A large number of  design 
consultancies;
Studies of  managing design 
consultancy led to the emergence 
of  design management.

Represented by the “big four”, 
the 1st generation design 
consultancies emerged in the 
1920s.

Modeled on US; Small number;
Integrated with internal design 
with long-term relationships.

Design 
education

Started from the 1840s;
Design management in MBA 
and MA.

Design management in MBA 
and MA.

Started from 1873;
Modeled on the Western style.

Design 
management

Emerged in the 1960s from 
design consultancy;
Limited to the academic field;
Design management as 
an independent discipline 
and a separate category of  
management relating to design.

Emerged from Aspens 
Conferences in the 1950s;
Design management in the 
context of  business and in 
management profession.

Emerged from the manufacturing 
industry in 1957;
Design is an essential element 
contributing to innovation 
management.
Design efficiency. 
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The Japanese manufacturing industry developed 
significantly after the US changed its post-war 
economic restriction policy into a policy of ex-
pansion after the Korean War began. Overseas 
study projects and the use of foreign consultants 
established a solid basis for developing manu-
facturing, design and management. As a conse-
quence, a large number of design schools and 
internal design departments were established. 
In addition, the modern management theory of 
Juran and Deming was adapted to Japanese condi-
tions. Together with incremental innovation and 
quality control, it formed Japanese innovation 
management, which finally led to the “Japanese 
miracle” and a large market share in export 
markets. During this process, design played an 

essential role in contributing to Japanese innova-
tion management.

6. CONCLUSIONS 

As this paper shows, the concepts of design man-
agement vary across nations and across stages 
of development. Different economic backgrounds 
may result in dif ferent understandings and 
practices of design management. In this study, 
the macro background of design management 
in three selected countries is supplied. Design 
development, design in industries, design consul-
tancies, design education, the role of government 
in promoting design, and the development of 
design management were covered. The evolution-

Figure 2. Time-line of design management development in the three countries 
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ary processes of these key areas, and different 
approaches to design management in the UK, US, 
and Japan were also explored.

Although the Industrial Revolution first took 
place in the UK, the country subsequently lost its 
technological-leadership and market share in the 
world. With a weak industrial structure, design 
is still not widely used in industries. Despite the 
fact that both the UK Government and academia 
endeavor to promote design management, their 
efforts have been criticized as being limited to 
theory and lacking in application. As a result, the 
UK approach to design management has become 
academic, and orientated to management relating 
to design. In the US, design was part of industry 
from the beginning, with the result that design 
management is now viewed as a part of the man-
agement profession. After the Second World War, 
Japan became famous for its economic miracle, to 
which Japanese innovation management substan-
tially contributed. Design management initially 
emerged to f ind solution to upgrade design 
efficiency, and is now viewed in the context of 
process management. 

Through reviewing the development of design 
management in the three countries and the influ-
ence of its background, this research proposes 
three different approaches to design manage-
ment, which includes specific content and charac-
teristics. This may help other countries formulate 
national strategies or policies to promote design 
practice and design management. Instead of copy-
ing or introducing other countries’ approaches 
directly, establishing their own path based on a 
holistic understanding of origin and evolvement 
of design management as well as its relationships 
with local conditions is more useful. 

As preliminary study, this research is limited 
in to three countries, the UK, the US, and Japan, 
because they have taken leadership in economy 
and design in the world. In the future, this study 

may be extended to other countries famous for 
design, such as Sweden, Germany, or Italy to 
verify these factors and their influence on design 
management content. Since design management 
mainly originates from industrial design in the 
manufacturing industry, product design is the 
main discipline reviewed in this study. Other 
design disciplines, such as graphic design, envi-
ronment design and communication design, are 
not involved in this study. However, these design 
disciplines may be researched in future works. 
Through extending research scope to other de-
sign countries and disciplines, the interaction of 
these disciplines and the factors identified in this 
study on design management will be explored. 
This will be useful for countries seeking to imple-
ment national design strategies and policies.
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