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FROM ‘MADE IN CHINA’ TO ‘DESIGNED IN CHINA’                           

 

He Renke - Dean and Professor, School of Design, Hunan University 

Xiao Yiqi - Doctoral Student, School of Design, Hunan University 

 

(Translated Text) 

 

The Beginning: Industrial Design from Post-WWII to the End of the 

Cultural Revolution 

 

Chinese industry enjoyed a brief heyday during the 1920s and 1930s. 

Modern design concepts took root in China and modernist styles such 

as Art Deco had an important influence, resulting in the appearance 

of a number of products that bore the stamp of that period. The same 

era also saw a proliferation of products featuring native designs, 

most typically calendars, posters and qipao (or cheongsam) dresses. 

During the Anti-Japanese War (1937–45) and the subsequent Civil War 

(1946–49), Chinese design came to a standstill. With the 

establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, the new 

government’s first priority was to raise the general standard of 

living during this period of material deprivation and to produce a 

range of products that would meet the basic needs of clothing, 

feeding, housing and providing transportation for the population. 

Industrial products at that time were practical, unpretentious, 

functional, inexpensive and durable. Iconic brand names covering the 

areas of transportation, furniture, electrical appliances, 

housewares and hardware included Hongqi (Red Flag) automobiles, 

Phoenix and Yongjiu (Forever) bicycles, Feilu (Flying Deer) radios, 

Hongxin (Red Heart) clothing irons, Feima (Flying Horse) flashlights, 

Shuangling (Two Bells) alarm clocks, Shanghai watches, and Butterfly 

and Bee sewing machines. 

 

In the socialist planned economy of this period, the supply of goods 

failed to satisfy demand, and thus there was a pressing need to 

solve the problems of mass production in order to meet the needs of 

the market. There was little room for developing original brands and 

new products, and industrial design was still conceived along the 
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lines of arts and crafts. The occupation of industrial designer did 

not exist in the factories, and the task of determining the 

appearance, colour, pattern and packaging of a product was carried 

out by ‘art workers’. 

  

Design development in the early People’s Republic underwent a 

process of learning and borrowing from overseas. On the one hand, 

design from Europe and the United States continued to be influential, 

but due to the minimal exchange taking place with the West, that 

influence was mostly visible as a continuation of Western pre-war 

design. Products such as automobiles, sewing machines, bicycles and 

radios retained design characteristics that dated from before World 

War II. On the other hand, design from the then-Soviet Union and the 

countries of Eastern Europe had a major influence on China. Joseph 

Stalin’s socialist realism had served as the dominant design 

ideology in China and led to the revival of traditional, national 

styles, as seen in Chinese neoclassical architecture and product 

design.  It is worth noting that while Soviet designers were 

exporting their elaborate forms of socialist classicism to China, 

designers from East Germany were introducing Bauhaus design concepts. 

The present-day 798 Art Zone in Beijing was designed by East German 

architects in typical Bauhaus style. In the academic world, because 

Tongji University in Shanghai had a longstanding relationship with 

Germany, Bauhaus rationalism was incorporated into its teaching and 

practice of design.  

 

In 1956, the State Council of the PRC formally approved the 

establishment of the Central Academy of Arts and Crafts (now the 

Academy of Arts and Design, Tsinghua University); in 1960, the Wuxi 

Institute of Light Industry established a course of study entitled 

‘Artistic Design of Light Industrial Products for Everyday Use’. 

These efforts initiated formal design training in the People’s 

Republic. Later, during the Cultural Revolution (1966–76), immense 

damage was done to the recently established systems of industrial 

design. Both design education and practice either ceased entirely or 

regressed.  
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The Transition Period: Chinese Industrial Design from the Late 1970s 

to the Late 1990s 

 

Imitation and Importation: Chinese Industrial Design from the Late 

1970s to the Late 1980s 

 

In 1978, following the Third Plenum of the Eleventh Central 

Committee that implemented the policy of ‘reform and opening’, China 

began to establish a complete system of manufacturing, leading to 

strong successes in economic reconstruction. Chinese industry 

evolved from primary industries to advanced industries, thereby 

providing a firm foundation for the development of Chinese design. 

The reform and opening policy significantly raised the quality of 

life for the Chinese people; no longer could the ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

products typical of a planned economy meet the needs of the market. 

However, given the domestic consumer products industry’s 

inadequacies in design and manufacturing technologies, the majority 

of first generation commercial electrical appliance manufacturers 

had to rely on imported technology and joint ventures in order to be 

competitive in the market. While importing advanced production lines 

and name-brand products, China began to experience a period of 

‘enlightenment’ in terms of modern industrial design. During this 

learning process, Chinese industrial designers accumulated a body of 

methods and experience in industrial design, as well as an awareness 

of the importance of industrial design in the competitive atmosphere 

of a market economy.  

 

During the 1980s, production lines for such products as television 

sets, refrigerators and other appliances were mainly imported from 

Germany, Italy, Japan and other nations where advanced industrial 

design was practiced. Haier, now the world’s largest producer of 

‘white goods’ (a term referring to household electrical appliances), 

built its foundation in 1984 as the Qingdao General Refrigerator 

Factory by importing manufacturing technology from the German 

company Liebherr. At the beginning of the reform and opening period, 

people’s understanding of industrial design was rather limited, and 
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the term ‘industrial design’ barely existed in the Chinese lexicon. 

The profession of ‘industrial designer’ and the practice of 

‘industrial design’ did not exist within business enterprises. When 

the China Industrial Design Association was founded in 1979, it was 

originally named the China Industrial Art Association. 

 

China’s formal education in industrial design also developed at this 

time. In June 1977, the First Ministry of Machine-Building Industry 

approved the establishment of a ‘Laboratory for Machinery Moulding 

and Manufacturing Arts and Crafts’ at Hunan University, and invited 

industrial design experts such as Yoshioka Michitaka, Miyazaki 

Kiyoshi and Harada Akira from Japan to run training courses in the 

department. With the support of the Japan International Cooperation 

Agency, the first ergonomics laboratory in China was also 

inaugurated around this time. In 1982, the China State Education 

Commission approved the establishment of the undergraduate course 

‘Machine Moulding and Industrial Arts’; in 1987, it was renamed 

using the term ‘Industrial Design’. At this time, similar 

departments were established by institutions such as the Wuxi 

Institute of Light Industry, Tsinghua University and the Beijing 

Institute of Technology. Scholars like Liu Guanzhong, Zhang Fuchang 

and Zhao Jianghong were sent overseas to Germany, Japan, the United 

States and other countries to study industrial design. Since 

universities in China were able to keep up with current trends in 

industrial design throughout the world, theoretical knowledge 

remained several steps ahead of practice in the field.   

 

The Golden Age of Home Appliances: Chinese Industrial Design in the 

1990s 

 

By the 1990s, China had become a buyers’ market, with consumers 

enjoying an ever-widening range of choices. To maintain their 

products’ advantages, home appliance manufacturers treated 

industrial design as a key tool for remaining competitive, thus 

setting off the first wave of industrial design in China. In 1994, 

Haier and the GK Design Group of Japan jointly founded the Qingdao 
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HaiGao Design and Manufacturing Company, the first domestic 

industrial design company in China. In 1995, Midea, another large 

manufacturer of electrical appliances, established its own 

independent industrial design company. Many other enterprises 

followed suit, signalling a major breakthrough in the 

professionalisation of industrial design in China. In general, the 

design teams in Chinese enterprises were well organised, but 

designers for the most part worked collectively behind the scenes. 

Thus their products could seem anonymous even though corporate 

industrial design was mostly visible on the product level.  

 

In the 1990s, China’s home appliance manufacturers focused on 

building international brands. Many corporate identities underwent 

changes to distance their associations with a specific locale or 

industry, while industrial design evolved from creating service 

products to creating service brands. For example, the Qingdao 

General Refrigerator Factory was renamed Haier and the Qingdao 

General Television Factory became Hisense, while Midea and Konka 

hired leading design firms to devise new internationalised corporate 

identities. This marked a transition from Original Equipment 

Manufacturing (OEM) to Original Design Manufacturing (ODM) for these 

companies, and laid the foundation for future development into 

Original Brand Manufacturing (OBM).  At this time, Chinese products 

began to make their mark on the international market.   

 

The Rising Period: From 2000 to the Present 

 

From ‘Made in China’ to ‘Designed in China’ 

 

China became a member of the World Trade Organization (WTO) on 11 

December, 2001, marking its entry as a participant in the world 

economy. As the country’s markets became even more open, the well 

designed, high-tech and high quality foreign products entering China 

presented an unprecedented challenge for Chinese manufacturing 

enterprises. Many more companies incorporated industrial design into 

their mid- and long-term strategies, and design centres gradually 
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grew independent of the enterprises’ technology centres. In 2001, 

Legend Group (now known as the computer maker Lenovo) transformed 

its design centre into a strategic platform, entrusting it with the 

following missions: 1) Focusing product development on the user and 

the user’s needs; 2) Promoting a collaborative innovation model that 

combines elements of design, technology, the market and society; and 

3) Highlighting a ‘Designed in China’ DNA.  

 

In 2003, Legend made public its new commercial logo and changed its 

name to Lenovo. In 2004, Lenovo purchased IBM’s international 

personal computer business and established design centres in Beijing 

and Raleigh, North Carolina, to strengthen the company’s 

international competitiveness in terms of corporate design. Indeed, 

as the high-tech contents of products made for export increased, so 

did the reliance of Chinese domestic technology enterprises on 

industrial design. Companies like SANY (heavy machinery), CSR 

(electric locomotives) and Mindray (medical equipment) were assisted 

by industrial designers who helped strengthen their products and 

branding, thus making an important contribution to their 

internationalisation strategies.   

 

At the same time, the proliferation of the Internet, mobile 

communications and smart products; the greater choices of lifestyles 

in China; and the segmentation of demand further stimulated the 

growth and spread of industrial design, resulting in the emergence 

of independent design firms and freelance designers. In 2010, the 

ARCCI senior mobile phone designed by the Shenzhen-based Newplan 

Design Company Limited won a Red Dot Award and an iF Design Award. 

Shanghai Moma Industrial Product Design Company Limited and PINWU 

design studio, the latter from Hangzhou, are examples of studios 

that deftly incorporate elements of traditional Chinese culture, 

concepts and design into contemporary products, injecting a fresh 

‘Chinese’ flavour into everyday housewares and furniture. In 2012, 

PINWU’s founder Zhang Lei won the SaloneSatellite Design Report 

Award for young designers, presented in Milan. Other Chinese design 

houses such as LKK, TOOUT, S. Point and Artop have grown to 
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prominence. Multinational corporations such as General Motors, 

Samsung, LG, BMW and Mercedes Benz, alongside noted international 

design firms such as IDEO and frog, have established design 

organisations in China, further contributing to the vitality and 

variety of the industrial design ecology in China. 

  

State Support for Industrial Design 

 

In the new millennium, the central government of China has 

increasingly provided support to the effort to transform ‘Made in 

China’ into ‘Designed in China’. In May 2003, the Wuxi (National) 

Industrial Design Park became the first specialised district 

dedicated to industrial design. In 2006, the China Industrial Design 

Association and the Beijing Municipal Science and Technology 

Commission established the Red Star Design Award for industrial 

design. In 2010, the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology, 

together with ten other ministries and commissions under the State 

Council, jointly published a paper entitled ‘Guidance on Promoting 

the Development of Industrial Design’, which made suggestions 

concerning innovation capacity, industry level, talent training, 

international exchange, market environment and policy support for 

industrial design. In 2013, the Ministry of Industry and Information 

Technology certified 26 industrial design centres in State level 

enterprises and six other industrial design enterprises. In 2014, 

the State Council published a paper entitled ‘Opinions on Promoting 

the Integrated Development of the Cultural and Creative Industry, 

Design Services and Relevant Industries’, lending additional support 

to the promotion of industrial design. 

  

The Development of Industrial Design in China in the New Millennium 

 

Entering the twenty-first century, Chinese industrial design 

attained maturity and attracted world-wide attention. In 2004 and 

2005, the American magazine Businessweek published cover stories 

about Chinese industrial design. In an interview published in the 

magazine, the author of this paper stated, ‘We need a renaissance in 
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Chinese design’. In 2006, the same magazine listed Hunan University, 

Tsinghua University, Tongji University and The Hong Kong Polytechnic 

University among the ‘Sixty Best Design Schools in the World’. 

Between 2008 and 2012, Shenzhen, Shanghai and Beijing became members 

of the Creative Cities Network sponsored by UNESCO and were 

designated ‘Cities of Design’. In 2011, the Chinese and Italian 

governments announced the establishment of the China-Italy Design & 

Innovation Centre, a collaboration that includes the Italian 

Association for Industrial Design, Hunan University and Tongji 

University. In 2012, the Centre sponsored the ‘New Chinese Design 

and Innovation’ exhibition held in Milan.  

 

The year 2013 was marked by important developments. For the first 

time, submissions from China to the Red Dot Award exceeded those 

from every other participating country apart from Germany, and 

Lenovo won the honour of ‘Design Team of the Year’. In 2014, the 

government of Hunan province successfully held the fourth Lotus 

Prize International Design and Innovation Competition, with a total 

of 3,600 submissions from nine participating countries. Chinese 

students also gained recognition through repeated successes at Red 

Dot, iF, IDEA and other international design competitions. 

 

Chinese Industrial Design in the Age of the Mobile Internet 

 

In the twenty-first century, the basis for design technology has 

already shifted from high-volume mechanised production to digital 

technologies related to mobile internet communications, the Internet 

of Things and cloud computing. At the same time, China’s 

transformation from the world’s largest manufacturing country to the 

world’s biggest consumer nation presents an historical opportunity 

for the development of industrial design. Chinese industrial design 

has moved rapidly from focusing on the products themselves to a 

broader emphasis on service and business models as components of the 

corporate design ecology. A number of Chinese corporations have seen 

extensive technological development that enhances the edge of their 

core products, platforms and applications.   
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For example, Huawei shifted their product positioning from stressing 

technology to favouring the customer experience, and used design to 

improve its brand image. As a result, their mobile phone and 

application sales increased rapidly, allowing the company to 

successfully break into the international market. In the first half 

of 2014, Huawai produced 34.27 million mobile phones, marking an 

increase of 62 percent compared to 2013. At the same time, Alibaba’s 

mobile shopping website Taobao and the company’s payment system 

Alipay have gained international recognition and a substantial 

international user base. In 2013, Huawei and Alibaba became the 

world’s biggest companies in their categories, offering a sign of 

how the most successful Chinese companies are transitioning to the 

OBM model.  

 

Xiaomi’s mobile line is also a notable example. In just over three 

years the company achieved major successes with their ‘hardware + 

software + Internet’ model based on a corporate design ecology 

developed through internet-centric thinking. In 2013, Xiaomi won two 

gold prizes from the China Red Star Design Award. In the second 

quarter of 2014, Xiaomi became one of the world’s top five 

manufacturers of smartphones in terms of output volume, 

demonstrating the new dynamism of Chinese industrial design in the 

age of the internet.  

 

The Transformation of Design Education 

 

The rapid development of the internet and the broadening of the 

field of design have placed new demands on the training of 

industrial designers. These demands include emphasising cross-

disciplinary approaches and innovative design thinking considering 

the changing role of the designer in innovative activities; and 

strengthening the connection between the creativity of designers and 

commercial value. In recent years, Tsinghua University, Hunan 

University, Jiangnan University and other institutions have actively 

promoted research in the areas of interaction design, sustainable 
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design, social innovation, service systems and related fields. 

Zhejiang University has internally integrated its academic 

advantages in design and computer science while externally 

strengthening cooperation with companies and corporations. Tongji 

University created the open-source laboratory Fablab and hosts a 

Young Maker Competition. The level of internationalisation of 

China’s tertiary education in design continues to rise, with ten 

universities already having joined CUMULUS, the International 

Association of Universities and Colleges of Art, Design and Media.  

 

Conclusion 

 

If we look back at the history of the development of industrial 

design in China in the post-World War II period, we see the field 

progressing from imitation and importation to independent innovation 

and integration with industry, an evolution that has even played a 

role in China’s national strategy. At the same time, industrial 

design has contributed to raising people’s standard of living and 

the competitiveness of Chinese enterprises. Industrial design is an 

important vehicle for both China’s tangible and intangible cultural 

exchange with the rest of the world. However, we must not overlook 

the fact that many problems and obstacles remain in the course of 

industrial design development in China, including issues of 

intellectual property rights; talent training of creative 

individuals with a global vision; social responsibility; and basic 

design theory research. Only by fully recognising our shortcomings 

can we realise the ‘renaissance of Chinese design’ in the twenty-

first century.  

 

 

(Translation by Don J. Cohn) 
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