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The East Asian ‘latecomer’ firmThe East Asian ‘latecomer’ firm

What is a ‘latecomer firm’? - two sets of typical 
developing country disadvantages:

1.Dislocated from key international sources of 
technology, science and R&D

2.Cut off from demanding users, leading 
international markets, clusters, networks, industrial 
districts etc.

'Latecomer' firms not only different from Western and 
Japanese ‘leaders’ - but also 'followers‘ – latecomers 
operate from outside of the world innovation centres
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Samsung – entered electronics exports (transistor radios and B&W TVs in 
1969 in a JV with Sanyo (from insurance, property and paper) – by 2007 
spending US$5.6 billion on R&D - 2725 US Patents (2nd after IBM)  –
123,000 employees; 17 R&D Centres around the world – a leader in 
semiconductors, mobile phones PCs, TFT-LCDs etc.

Samsung:  Sales 
US$160bn 2007

HQ: Seoul
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Export Driven Transition of Korean Firms:  
from OEM to Own Brand Manufacture (OBM) – Conventional View

Technological Market
Transition Transition

1960s/1970s
OEM

1980s
ODM

1990s
OBM

Learns assembly 
process 
for standard, 
simple goods

Learns design
and product 
innovation skills

Designs new 
products
& conducts 
R&D

Foreign TNC/buyer
designs, brands and 
distributes 
(simple goods)

TNC buys, brands
and distributes
TNC gains PPVA*

Local firm invests in
distribution, 
branding
gains PPVA

OEM = original equipment manufacture; PPVA* = Post-production value added
ODM = own-design and manufacture; OBM = own brand manufacture;
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sample selection and design - 25 leading Korean firms – 7 sector 
groups - in-depth interviews/case studies (comparisons with 
world leaders);  examples of local, foreign owned and joint 
venture firms; small, medium and large; export and local market

Sample of Firms According to Sector (not only the ‘famous’ firms!)
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Approach and methodsApproach and methods
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10 large/ very large firms: including chaebol: Korea Telecom, SK 
Telecom, 

Samsung, LG Philips, LG Electronics,  Mando Corporation, LG 
Cable, Korea Zinc, Hyundai-Kia Motor Corporation, LG Chemicals

6 medium size (employing between 300 to 3,000 staff), TriGem
Computers, Doowon Precision Industry, Korloy, 3M, Green Cross, 
Daesang.  

7 small firms: Dong Yang Semiconductor Equipment, C&S 
Technology, Bosch, Choonwae Medical, Bolak, Hanil Feedmill, 
Kuk Dong Co

2 new micro-enterprises: n-Shaper Corporation, Techovalue.com.
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employed 260,000 workers - sales US$160 billion, 
mostly for export – leadership in advanced products 
DRAMs, LCDs, TFT-LCDs, notebook/lap top 
computers, DVDP/DVDR

2007 Samsung Electronics – brand leader – global 
patent leader) – transformed /diversified since crisis 
in 1997 

LG Philips – global leader in TFT-LCDs etc

Group 2: Electronic products and 
components

Group 2: Electronic products and 
components
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Other firms much weaker in electronicsOther firms much weaker in electronics
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