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Brief History of Post-World War II Trade and Production in Hong Kong 

 

Geographically situated on the southern coast of China, Hong Kong has 

long served as a natural harbour and an important trading port in the 

region.1 In the nineteenth century, Hong Kong was an entrepôt with 

little production of her own for export, but from 1927 until the 1950s, 

a huge number of immigrants from mainland China brought their human 

resources, skills and capital to the city and prompted its further 

development.2  However, it was after the Korean War that Hong Kong’s 

industrial landscape began its most rapid growth. When the United 

Nations imposed a trade embargo on the People's Republic of China 

(PRC) in 1950, the Hong Kong economy had to transform to cope with 

the change. Light industries such as textiles, garments, metals, 

enamelling, plastics and footwear grew quickly in the then-British 

colony, with almost all raw materials imported from abroad. These 

industries were supported by accumulated experience and practical 

knowledge in importing and exporting, international law, appropriated 

technologies and, very importantly, inexpensive and abundant labour. 

‘Factories’ were mostly home-based workshops run by family members, 

friends and acquaintances, who often had migrated from the same 

hometowns in China. There were several exceptions, however, such as 

                                                           
1 Archaeological excavations suggest that the territory now regarded as Hong Kong had 

benefitted from being a trading port since the Han Dynasty (206 BC–220). In the mid-

Tang Dynasty (755–62), the introduction of the South China Sea route within the 

Maritime Silk Road enabled Guangzhou to be a key harbour in the country. Being close 

to Guangzhou, and positioned at the entrance of the Pearl River Delta and exit to 

the South China Sea, Hong Kong contributed to and supported much of China’s maritime 

activities. The region was a wasteland during the ‘sea bans’ of the Ming (1368–1644) 

and Qing (1644–1912) Dynasties. Hong Kong resumed her role in trade when merchants 

of the British East India Company came in 1699, primarily exporting Chinese tea, silk 

and ceramic wares and importing clocks, watches and silver products, apart from opium. 

When it became a British colony in 1842, Hong Kong acted as the Empire's trading post 

in the Far East. 
2 This was mostly caused by political instabilities in the region, including the 

Chinese Civil War (1927–49), World War II (1939–45) and, later, the Korean War (1950–

53). 
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the more established shipbuilding and maintenance dockyards,3 the 

giant Taikoo Sugar Refinery and rattan furniture factories. In 

addition, many industrialists in the textile, garment and light metal 

industries had relocated from China in the 1940s, especially from 

Shanghai and Guangzhou, and re-established production facilities in 

Hong Kong. 

 

It was the 1960s, however, that saw the broader industrialisation of 

Hong Kong, as manufacturing developed from primarily handmade 

fabrication to large-scale, machine-made production. The products 

manufactured at this time mainly followed specifications provided by 

overseas buyers, which is a business model we now regard as Original 

Equipment Manufacturing (OEM). The city’s lack of natural resources 

meant that the major economy had to adopt the format of light industry, 

transforming partially processed materials to produce items of 

relatively high value, such as by weaving cotton threads into textiles, 

making fabrics into garments and turning chemically-processed plastics 

granules into artificial flowers. In these types of manufacturing, 

spatial, technological and other requirements were comparatively less 

demanding. This production mode was perfect for Hong Kong, where there 

was plenty of cheap labour but little capital and material resources 

for making consumer goods. The city then started to produce and export 

in volume, creating an entry point for designing for industrial 

production that was crucial to this new form of economy.   

 

Hong Kong Product Design in Practice 

 

To help formally promote local industries and business communities, 

the Federation of Hong Kong Industries (FHKI) was established in 1960 

by the government. Several years later, the Federation began a longer 

term plan to assist further industrial advancement. Apart from 

introducing the latest skills and techniques of manufacturing, the 

concept of design and its relevant education also came into place. 

                                                           
3 For instance: Hong Kong & Whampoa Dock in Hung Hom (1863), Cosmopolitan Dock in Tai 

Kok Tsui (1880) and Taikoo Dockyard in Quarry Bay (1902). 
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Overseas experts were invited to participate in promoting design. For 

instance, the internationally renowned interior designer Dale Keller 

was invited to work on the Hong Kong Hilton project in 1961. He started 

an interior design firm in the city thereafter. Henry Steiner, an 

American-trained, Austrian graphic designer, formed a design and 

advertising company in Hong Kong in 1964 and has remained in the city 

ever since, helping to raise design standards and nourish young local 

designers. Industrial and product design developed a bit later. Ken 

Shimasaki, a Japanese-American product designer, was invited by the 

Federation in the late 1960s to provide design consultancy services 

to industries. He stayed in Hong Kong until 1996, running product 

consultancy firms and contributing to local design education 

simultaneously. Awareness of and interest in product design were thus 

provoked and prompted. In 1968, the Hong Kong Industrial Design 

Council (HKIDC) was formed within the Federation as an advisory body 

to officially promote design. The Council was established with 

educational institutions including the University of Hong Kong (HKU), 

the Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK) and the Hong Kong Technical 

College (now the Hong Kong Polytechnic University); representatives 

from industry; relevant government departments; and trade and 

industrial organisations. In 1969, the FHKI further set up a design 

centre internally to implement the Design Council’s recommendations 

and to advise on design services to the industry. One of the important 

tasks for the centre was to organise and run an annual event to 

acknowledge locally well-designed and well-made products.4 This event 

was first launched in 1969 and recognised design efforts in all sectors, 

ranging from consumer products to equipment design. A ‘Register of 

Designers’ was also made available by the centre to help manufacturers 

connect with suitable designers. Concurrently, new design education 

programmes emerged to train local professional talents, such as the 

part-time extramural programmes offered by HKU and CUHK. In 1968, The 

Hong Kong Technical College introduced a full-time, three-year Higher 

Diploma Course in Commercial and Industrial Design for secondary 

                                                           
4 At the beginning, the annual event offered one ‘Governor's Award for Hong Kong 

Design’ and five ‘Federation of HK Industries' Awards for Good Design’. It is now 

known as the ‘Hong Kong Awards for Industries’. 
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school graduates. These would soon be joined by privately-funded 

initiatives like the First Institute of Art and Design, which was 

founded in 1970, and opening ten years later, the Chingying Institute 

of Visual Arts. 

 

Indeed, the 1970s saw great development in design in many aspects due 

to keen governmental and public promotion of the commercial and 

industrial sectors, as well as an expanding middle class and, hence, 

local market. A number of factors hastened this development. Alongside 

the manufacturing boom that began in the 1960s and lasted two decades,5 

Hong Kong gradually transitioned towards becoming a service and 

financial centre. Meanwhile, the manufacturing sector itself began to 

restructure towards the 1980s; rising land prices caused industrial 

areas to be repurposed for commercial and residential use just as 

China’s economic reforms began prompting businesses and factories to 

relocate to the mainland, with its cheaper land and labour. At the 

same time, Hong Kong exports were facing keen competition from 

neighbouring countries, such as South Korea, Taiwan and Singapore, 

while increased trade protectionism around the world meant less demand 

for Hong Kong-made products. With manufacturing in decline, and 

service industries becoming more important, the need for a stronger 

design infrastructure became increasingly urgent. 

 

By the 1980s, product design in Hong Kong was beginning to evolve into 

the practice that is recognisable today. It had originally been 

introduced in the 1960s to support the development of local industries, 

and as such, product designers played mostly a subsidiary role in the 

industrial and commercial sectors. However, after years of hard work 

and experience-building, and subsequently because of the economic 

changes in Hong Kong in the late 1970s and ‘80s, industrial design 

                                                           
5 In 1960, local industries were grouped into: textiles, metalware, rubber, leather, 

plastics, furniture, building materials, foodstuffs and chemicals, heavy industries 

(ship and machinery building), and metal forming or rolling. In 1969 they were grouped 

into: textiles, footwear and apparel, chemical and chemical products, basic metal 

industries, metal products, electrical apparatus, transport equipment, miscellaneous 

manufacturing industries (artificial pearls, buttons, Bakelite ware, plastic ware, 

plastic flowers, fountain pens), and transport (tramways, motor buses). Federation 

of Hong Kong Industries, Annual Report (Hong Kong: Federation of Hong Kong Industries, 

1960 and 1969). 
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slowly became a profession in its own right. Nevertheless, it was an 

uphill climb. As product design was still at an early stage in Hong 

Kong, not many companies or manufacturers, especially small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs), would employ designers. The majority of 

manufacturers were OEM producers, yet some larger enterprises not only 

hired design teams but also gave them a central role in their business.  

 

Perhaps my own experience as a designer at Meyer Manufacturing Company 

Limited is instructive in illustrating the latter. A subsidiary of 

the Chiap Hua Group, Meyer has its origins as a metal manufacturer 

founded in the 1920s in Shantou, Guangdong province, before taking on 

its current incarnation in Hong Kong in 1951, focusing primarily on 

aluminiumware production and, later, cookware manufacturing. I joined 

the company in 1971 as a one-man-band—the only designer, responsible 

for designing not just products, but also advertisements, catalogues, 

packaging, as well as overseeing photography.  In order to integrate 

design with the company’s business, I worked closely with my superiors 

and colleagues in the engineering, production, sales and marketing 

departments, an arrangement that was unusual in Hong Kong at the time. 

Eventually, when I served as Chief Designer with a team of  more than 

ten designers, we were able to develop products that reflected our 

working processes, like non-stick aluminium cookware that had both a 

porcelain coating—developed with our engineers—and surface decoration, 

which we devised with our design, marketing and engineering teams. 

  

Another series of cookware that was a result of cross-departmental 

efforts had detachable handles and knobs, which helped reduce packing 

size and freight shipping costs. A further collection of deep drawn 

metal cookware had thin walls to save materials, yet thick rims for 

reinforcement and substantial bottoms for even heat distribution. 

Later, as part of an effort to diversify, we were given further room 

to experiment and innovate: one notable product was a microwave oven 

leakage detector that eliminated the need for batteries by using any 

leaked microwaves to power the device (and, hence, power their own 

detection). Today, it is considered favourably as a contribution to 

eco-sustainability. 
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In 1984, a research study organised by the Council of National Academic 

Awards (CNAA) from the United Kingdom6 acknowledged several Hong Kong 

companies that marketed their products overseas under their own brands, 

including Meyer, whose organisation of design activities ‘could serve 

as an excellent model for many Western firms’. Moreover, the report 

noted that while Hong Kong was ‘not traditionally regarded as a centre 

of design excellence’, there was ‘increasing importance in the 

manufacturing goods’ that suggested ‘design and related practices may 

be playing some part in the economic development process’.7  

 

That being said, another important finding of the study was that many 

manufacturers in Hong Kong did not have a designer or design department. 

Thus, the CNAA report confirmed two insights: that there was positive 

design capacity available in the city during that period, yet at the 

same time, there was little awareness of the need for design among 

industry as a whole.  

 

Likely contributing, indirectly, to the latter was the impact of 

China’s ‘open-door reform policy’, which was announced in 1979 and 

prompted many Hong Kong manufacturers to shift production to the 

mainland; the resultingly lower costs (and higher profit margins) 

reduced pressure on Hong Kong companies to invest in design. On the 

positive side, China’s reform encouraged Hong Kong and China to 

exchange and interact. In 1979, Wucius Wong of the former Swire School 

of Design of The Hong Kong Polytechnic University led a delegation of 

Hong Kong design professionals to the Guangzhou Academy of Art to 

participate in a one-week seminar that introduced concepts of modern 

design and design education to the local audience. The visit marked a 

key milestone for modern design education in southern China, which 

                                                           
6 The study resulted from a research project led by the Management Centre of the 

University of Aston in Birmingham, UK and sponsored and funded by the CNAA, the former 

Department of Trade and Industry, UK and the Design Council, UK. It investigated good 

design practices and how design was related to management and company policy by 

studying selected manufacturers and corporations in Europe, the United States and 

Southeast Asia.  
7 Council for National Academic Awards, Department of Trade and Industry and Design 

Council, Managing Design – An Initiative in Management Education (London: Council 

for National Academic Awards, 1984), pp. 28-9.  
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has since then switched from a fine art-based training to take on more 

methodological approaches to design.  

 

China’s open-door policy also benefited Hong Kong industries in other 

ways: 

 Hong Kong industrial companies became bigger and stronger in their 

production capacities through relocation, with more available space 

and labour resources; 

 Accordingly, production costs went down and products became more 

competitive in the global marketplace; 

 China’s larger and more varied labour force, as well as its greater 

availability of space, also allowed product categories to become 

more diversified.  

  

However, as previously mentioned, a drawback to these developments 

was that design became less of a priority among large manufacturers, 

as the cost savings offered by a newly-opened China proved a more 

sure-fire way to maintain or increase profits. The arena of design 

became so small, in fact, that it was not enough to sustain, much less 

nourish, young talents. To Hong Kong design professionals, this was 

both a threat and an opportunity. Many experienced designers gave up 

on local industry and started their own firms and thrived by working 

with mostly overseas clients. Others started their own vertically 

integrated design-make-sell businesses and were rewarded with success. 

 

It was not until the rise of homegrown PRC industrialists that new 

and innovative design regained attention among Hong Kong companies, 

who saw that competition from their mainland counterparts was imminent. 

This sense of urgency was supported by a 1996–97 study performed by 

the Industrial Performance Centre at the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology,8 which stated ‘the capacity to create new products and 

                                                           
8 The project was funded by the public sector (specifically, the Industry and 

Technology Development Council of the Hong Kong Productivity Council) and the private 

sector (the Hong Kong Trade Development Council, Chiang Industrial Charity Foundation 

Company Ltd., and others). The aim was to study the existing strengths of local 

industries, as well as future opportunities beyond Hong Kong’s return to China in 

1997. The research assembled input from about 400 organisations in Hong Kong, PRC 
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processes in Hong Kong must be strengthened. More of Hong Kong’s firms 

should follow the example set by a few leaders and devote new efforts 

to building independent capabilities for product and technology 

innovation’.9   

 

In 2003, an FHKI survey revealed that 78% of 481 Hong Kong companies 

with operations in Guangdong Province had plans to undertake R&D 

activities in the future…designing and developing new products or 

upgrading existing products...45% of the companies planned to recruit 

more R&D staff’. 10  The statement indicated that a considerable 

percentage of companies would employ designers, in which case there 

was an appreciation of how design could help in business.  

 

In more recent years, a growing focus on ‘creative industries’ as a 

driver of future economic development has brought further attention 

to design, as reflected in new government policies and investments in 

design education and development. The Hong Kong Design Centre (HKDC), 

a non-profit organisation with support from the Hong Kong government, 

was established in 2002 to promote design and create various platforms, 

including the annual Business of Design Week, for design’s further 

development in the territory. Together with the Hong Kong Science and 

Technology Parks Corporation (HKSTP), HKDC founded the ‘InnoCentre’ 

in 2006 to provide design professionals with a physical space to 

facilitate their growth. A new campus for the Hong Kong Design 

Institute opened in 2010, coinciding with new capital investments by 

its sister Hong Kong Institute of Vocational Education, while The Hong 

Kong Polytechnic University unveiled its new Zaha Hadid-designed 

Jockey Club Innovation Tower in 2014 to house its School of Design. 

Concurrent with the boost in physical infrastructure investment has 

been an increasingly sophisticated approach to design pedagogy that 

                                                           
and other parts of Asia. The study proposed strategies for upgrading ‘Made in Hong 

Kong’ products by assessing the prospects of different industries. 
9 Suzanne Berger and Richard K. Lester, et. al. (ed.), ‘A New direction for Hong Kong 

- An Executive Summary’, Made by Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1997), 

p. xiv.  
10 Federation of Hong Kong Industries, Made in PRD: the Changing Face of HK 

Manufacturers (Hong Kong: Federation of Hong Kong Industries, 2003), p.46-49.  
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emphasises user-centric design, social innovation, multi-disciplinary 

practices, care for underrepresented groups and eco-sustainability.  

With the city’s manufacturing boom long ago shifting to mainland China, 

Hong Kong’s industries have continued to diversify, including in 

design, where professionals have expanded their services well beyond 

the design of consumer products and into the realm of systems and 

innovation. Hong Kong has also benefitted from the arrival of overseas 

firms who have set up in Hong Kong and worked their way into mainland 

China. All the while, locally-based manufacturers have continued to 

grow; some have become internationalised, with strong in-house design 

teams developing new products. As Hong Kong continues its development, 

and its relationship with China deepens, further opportunities may 

develop. 
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