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ABSTRACT

The global expansion of the Korean Wave (Hallyu) has reshaped international perceptions of Korean style,
positioning K-fashion and K-beauty as significant cultural and industrial forces rather than just one-dimensional
aesthetics. Young Korean fashion designers are driving mmnovation through entrepreneurial practices that integrate
creativity, digital communication, and alternative business models. This study examines how young K-fashion designers
are transforming the contemporary fashion industry and proposes a typology of startup-oriented business models
based on their entrepreneurial, plattorm-based, and production strategies. It employs a qualitative multiple-case study
design to analyze 30 Korean designer brands launched from 2020 to 2023, focusing on product and visual
characteristics, brand management systems, and market entry strategies. The findings identify three dominant types of
young Korean designer brands. The first type, traditional creative designer brands, emphasizes artistic authorship,
craftsmanship, and small-batch or made-to-order production. The second type, market-oriented designer brands,
features fandom-based marketing, digital-native communication, drop-based distribution systems, and rapid sales
growth. The third type, eclectic designer brands, strategically balances artistic identity with commercial viability by
mtegrating distinctive visual identity with market responsiveness. These findings indicate that K-fashion’s current
competitiveness stems from varlous entrepreneurial approaches tailored to digital cultural markets.
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Innovative Changes by Young Designer Entrepreneurs in the Korean Fashion Industry

1. Introduction

The global diffusion of the Korean Wave
(Hallyu) has significantly reshaped the interna-
tional cultural and creative industries, positioning
Korean fashion as an increasingly influential yet
complex phenomenon. While early academic and
popular discourse often framed K-fashion as a
derivative extension of K-pop and K-drama aes-
thetics, recent developments reveal a far more
heterogeneous ecosystem composed of diverse
designer identities, entrepreneurial practices, and
digitally mediated consumption cultures (Jin, 2016:
Oh & Park, 2012). Rather than representing a
monolithic style, contemporary K-fashion oper-
ates as a dynamic field in which creativity,
commerce, and cultural symbolism intersect and
are continuously negotiated. Within this broader
cultural landscape, K-fashion and K-beauty have
emerged as core industrial pillars of the Korean
Wave, contributing not only to cultural visibility
but also to export growth and national branding
strategies (Kwon & Kim, 2014). However, the
global fashion industry is currently facing heigh-
tened uncertainty due to economic slowdown,
persistent inflation, supply chain disruption, and
geopolitical instability (McKinsey & Company,
2026). Under these volatile conditions, the resil-
ience and adaptability of young Korean designer
brands many of which operate as micro scale
enterprises have attracted growing academic and
policy attention.

Recent industry reports provide critical empiri-
cal context for understanding this structural
transformation. According to the 2024 Designer
Fashion Industry Status Survey, the Korean de-

signer fashion market reached an estimated size

of approximately KRW 1.36 ftrillion in 2023, in-
dicating a strong recovery following the COVIDI19
downturn and signaling long term growth poten-
tial (Korea Creative Content Agency [KCCA],
2025). Despite this quantitative growth, the in-
dustry remains structurally fragmented: 44.7%
of designer fashion firms are less than five years
old, and 759% operate as sole proprietorships,
underscoring the dominance of micro scale en-
trepreneurial models rather than corporatized
fashion enterprises (KCCA, 2025). At the opera-
tional level, young designer brands exhibit a pro-
nounced digital orientation. Online channels ac-
count for 72.6% of domestic sales, with fashion
platforms and proprietary online stores serving as
primary distribution mechanisms (KCCA, 2025).
Marketing practices further reflect this shift, as
89.1% of brands actively manage their own
websites or social media accounts, while more
than half collaborate with influencers and digital
content creators as part of their branding strat-
egies (KCCA, 2024). These trends indicate that
contemporary Korean designer brands function
not merely as design-centered entities but as
hybrid organizations that integrate creative pro-
duction, digital communication, and direct to
consumer (D2C) engagement.

Despite high global favorability toward Korea
and K-brands, brand-level recognition and actual
purchase experience remain comparatively low,
revealing a structural gap between cultural visi-
bility and market conversion (KCCA, 2025). In
response, policy driven initiatives have increas-
ingly focused on digital transformation, small
batch and on demand production systems, in-
tellectual property protection, and the develop-
ment of global B2B platforms. Within this
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framework, young designer brands are no longer
positioned as peripheral creative actors but as
key agents of industrial renewal in the Korean
fashion ecosystem (KCCA, 2025). A longitudinal
comparison further highlights the magnitude of
this shift. Earlier studies of emerging Korean de-
signers emphasized constraints related to limited
manufacturing access, capital scarcity, and heavy
dependence on physical retail channels (DeLong,
2015). In contrast, the current ecosystem is
characterized by platform-based visibility, influ-
encer mediated cultural circulation, and the pres-
ence of brand building intermediaries that enable
designers to bypass traditional gatekeepers and
experiment with alternative growth trajectories.
Consequently, the core competency of Korean
fashion designers has expanded beyond individual
creative authorship to encompass entrepreneurial
orchestration across design, communication, and
business systems.

Against this backdrop, this study examines
how young Korean fashion designers are trans-
forming the contemporary fashion market through
entrepreneurial practices. Specifically, the study
aims to: (1) identify patterns of change among
designer brands that have achieved global visi-
bility: (2) derive a conceptual framework of
startup oriented business models within K-fash-
ion: and (3) explore the competencies required
of future fashion entrepreneurs, along with policy
implications for fostering emerging designer tal-
ent in an increasingly digital and volatile global

fashion environment.

II. Literature Review

1. Designer Fashion Brands and Creative
Industries

Designer fashion brands are commonly under-
stood as designer-led enterprises in which crea-
tive authorship and brand identity are closely
associated with an individual designer or a small
creative team (Aspers & Godart, 2013). Unlike
luxury conglomerates or fast fashion corporations,
designer brands typically operate with limited fi-
nancial resources, small production volumes, and
a strong dependence on symbolic and cultural
capital rather than economies of scale (Aspers
& Godart, 2013: Bourdieu, 1993). As a result,
their competitiveness is closely tied to the de-
signer’s creative vision, aesthetic coherence, and
the ability to translate symbolic value into mar-
ket recognition. Within creative industries re-
search, fashion is conceptualized as both a cul-
tural and an economic system, in which value is
generated through aesthetic innovation, narrative
construction, and symbolic differentiation (Crane,
2012: Entwistle, 2009). From this perspective,
designer fashion brands function as cultural pro-
ducers that contribute to meaning-making proc-
esses while simultaneously engaging in commer-
cial exchange. Their products operate not only
as functional garments but also as carriers of
identity, distinction, and cultural narratives.

In the context of globalization and digital
transformation, the position of designer fashion
brands within creative industries has undergone
significant change. Digital platforms, social me-
dia, and online marketplaces have reconfigured
traditional gatekeeping structures, enabling de-

signers to communicate directly with consumers
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and experiment with alternative modes of
brand-building (Arvidsson & Bonini, 2015). This
shift has expanded the role of designers beyond
creative authorship to include storytelling, com-
munity engagement, and entrepreneurial orches-
tration. Within the Korean context, these dy-
namics are particularly salient. Earlier studies of
Korean designer brands emphasized structural
limitations related to manufacturing access, capi-
tal scarcity, and dependence on physical retail
channels (DeLong, 2015). However, recent trans-
formations suggest that designer fashion brands
in Korea are increasingly embedded in digitally
mediated creative ecosystems, where symbolic
capital is produced and circulated through plat-
forms, influencers, and participatory consumption
cultures. This evolving landscape necessitates a
reexamination of designer fashion brands not
merely as creative entities but as adaptive actors

within contemporary creative industries.

2. Entrepreneurial Designers and Cultural
Entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurship in fashion extends beyond
firm ownership to encompass opportunity recog-
nition, innovation, and cultural meaning-making
(Fillis & Rentschler, 2010: Rae, 2007). Rather
than focusing solely on organizational formation
or financial growth, fashion entrepreneurship in-
volves the continuous translation of creative
ideas into marketable products while maintaining
cultural legitimacy and symbolic value (Scott,
2012). In this context, designers frequently as-
sume the role of cultural entrepreneurs, operating
simultaneously as creators, brand managers, and
communicators, The concept of cultural en-

trepreneurship emphasizes how creative actors

mobilize cultural resources, narratives, and identi-
ties to construct value within markets charac-
terized by uncertainty and symbolic differ-
entiation (Lounsbury & Glynn, 2001: Swedberg,
2006). For designer-led fashion brands, en-
trepreneurial activity is inseparable from creative
authorship, as designers are directly responsible
for both aesthetic innovation and strategic positi-
oning. This dual responsibility differentiates de-
signer-entrepreneurs from traditional business en-
trepreneurs and situates fashion entrepreneurship
within the broader discourse of creative industries.

Recent studies have highlighted the rise of
“designer-entrepreneurs” who integrate creative
practice with business strategy, particularly within
digitally mediated environments (Nixon & Crewe,
2004). Due to the small scale and resource con-
straints of many designer fashion brands, design-
ers often perform multiple organizational roles,
including product development, branding, mar-
keting, and consumer communication. This con-
centration of roles intensifies the entrepreneurial
demands placed on designers and requires com-
petencies that extend beyond technical design
skills, Digital platforms have fundamentally re-
shaped the entrepreneurial landscape of fashion.
Social media and platform-based ecosystems en-
able designers to bypass traditional gatekeepers
such as buyers, editors, and physical retailers, al-
lowing for direct engagement with consumers
and the construction of brand narratives through
visual, affective, and interactive communication
(Nieborg & Poell, 2018). Through these plat-
forms, designer-entrepreneurs can cultivate com-
munities, activate fandom, and experiment with
alternative business models such as direct-to-

consumer (D2C) sales, limited drops, and partic-
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ipatory branding.

In the Korean fashion context, these dynamics
are particularly pronounced. Earlier research on
emerging Korean designers emphasized structural
constraints, including limited manufacturing ac-
cess, capital scarcity, and dependence on offline
retail infrastructures (DeLong, 2015). However,
recent industry developments suggest a shift to-
ward digitally enabled cultural entrepreneurship,
in which young designers strategically leverage
platforms, influencers, and storytelling to achieve
visibility and market traction. This transition re-
flects a broader redefinition of the designer’s role
from an autonomous creative author to an en-
trepreneurial orchestrator operating at the inter-
section of culture, technology, and commerce. By
conceptualizing young Korean fashion designers
as cultural entrepreneurs, this study contributes
to an expanded understanding of fashion en-
trepreneurship that foregrounds creativity, sym-
bolic production, and digital mediation. This per-
spective provides a critical foundation for analyz-
ing how K-fashion designers construct sustain-
able business models and navigate global mar-
kets under conditions of heightened uncertainty

and rapid technological change.

3. Digital Platforms, Fandom, and
micro-brands

Digital platforms have fundamentally altered
the modes of fashion production, circulation, and
consumption. Social media platforms such as
Instagram and TikTok, alongside fashion e-com-
merce platforms, now function as cultural inter-
mediaries that shape taste formation, visibility,
and market access (Abidin, 2016: Duffy &
Hund, 2019). Unlike traditional fashion media or

retail systems, these platforms operate through
algorithmic logics and participatory communica-
tion, enabling designers to directly engage with
audiences while simultaneously influencing how
fashion value is produced and perceived. Within
this platformized fashion ecosystem, fandom-
based consumption has emerged as a key mech-
anism of brand growth. Previously associated
primarily with popular music, television, and ce-
lebrity culture, fandom has increasingly influ-
enced fashion branding, particularly in East
Aslan markets where participatory media cul-
tures are deeply embedded (Jenkins, 2006). In
fashion contexts, fandom refers to affective com-
munities formed around brand narratives, design-
er personas, and shared aesthetic values, rather
than around individual products alone. Through
sustained interaction, fans contribute to the cir-
culation of symbolic meanings and act as in-
formal promoters of designer brands.

The rise of micro-brands exemplifies this
structural transformation. micro-brands often op-
erating as one person or small team enterprises
leverage digital platforms to compensate for lim-
ited financial and manufacturing resources. Their
agility, perceived authenticity, and narrative-
driven branding resonate strongly with younger
consumers who seek individuality, emotional con-
nection, and alignment with personal identity
(Khajeheian, 2020). Instead of pursuing scale
through mass production, micro-brands frequently
adopt strategies such as limited drops, direct-to-
consumer (D2C) sales, and continuous storytell-
ing to cultivate loyal consumer communities.
Korean designer brands provide a particularly sa-
lient case through which to examine these trans-

formations. In the Korean fashion industry, mi-
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cro-brands have proliferated within a highly dig-
italized cultural environment shaped by K-pop,
social media fandom, and influencer-driven con-
sumption. Designers actively utilize platforms to
construct visual narratives, engage fans through
interactive content, and maintain ongoing com-
munication that blurs the boundary between
production and consumption. This platform-based,
fandom oriented model has enabled young
Korean designers to achieve rapid visibility and
market traction despite structural constraints tra-
ditionally associated with small scale fashion
enterprises.

Collectively, the convergence of digital plat-
forms, fandom based consumption, and micro
brand entrepreneurship represents a significant
departure from earlier fashion industry models
reliant on physical retail, seasonal cycles, and in-
stitutional gatekeepers. Contemporary designer
brands increasingly operate within participatory
fashion ecosystems in which cultural production,
consumption, and promotion are deeply intert-
wined. Understanding this configuration is essen-
tial for explaining how young Korean designers
navigate global competition, construct sustainable
business models, and redefine the creative and

economic logics of K-fashion in the digital age.

4. Platformized Cultural Markets and Value
Conversion Mechanisms in K-fashion

Recent studies in cultural industries and media
economics emphasize that contemporary creative
markets are increasingly structured through
processes of platformization, whereby digital plat-
forms function not merely as channels of promo-
tion or distribution but as infrastructural systems

that reorganize how cultural value is created,

circulated, and monetized (Helmond, 2015: Nieborg
& Poell, 2018). Within such platformized cultural
markets, visibility, algorithmic mediation, and af-
fective engagement operate as key determinants
of economic viability. Fashion, as a symbolic and
highly image-driven industry, is particularly sus-
ceptible to these dynamics. In the context of
K-fashion, platformization has played a decisive
role in reshaping the relationship between crea-
tivity and commerce. Unlike traditional fashion
systems where value conversion was mediated
by institutional gatekeepers such as buyers, edi-
tors, or luxury conglomerates contemporary Korean
designer brands increasingly rely on plat-
form-based mechanisms to translate symbolic
capital into market value. Social media platforms,
fashion e-commerce sites, and influencer ecosys-
tems function as cultural intermediaries that
convert creative authorship into measurable forms
of attention, engagement, and community partic-
ipation (Bourdieu, 1993).

This process of value conversion in K-fashion
operates through multiple, interrelated stages.
First, creative authorship generates symbolic
capital through distinctive design languages, aes-
thetic coherence, and culturally resonant storytelling.
This dimension remains central across all design-
er brand types identified in this study, under-
scoring the continued importance of creativity as
the foundational asset of designer-led enterprises.
Second, platform-based communication trans-
forms symbolic capital into visibility by circulat-
ing images, narratives, and designer personas
through algorithmic systems. Here, engagement
metrics such as likes, shares, comments, and fol-
lower networks function as proxy indicators of

value, shaping both consumer perception and
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commercial opportunity. Third, fandom mediated
participation plays a critical amplifying role in
the Korean fashion ecosystem. Drawing on the
participatory consumption cultures established
through K-pop and digital media, K-fashion
brands increasingly cultivate affective commun-
ities that actively contribute to meaning making,
brand advocacy, and symbolic reinforcement
(Jenkins, 2006). Rather than positioning consum-
ers as passive buyers, young Korean designer
brands mobilize fandom as a value generating
force, where emotional attachment, identity align-
ment, and community belonging directly support
repeated consumption and brand diffusion.
Finally, flexible production and distribution
systems enable designers to respond adaptively
to platform generated signals. Small batch man-
ufacturing, on-demand production, drop based
releases, and hybrid online offline distribution
structures allow micro scale brands to minimize
risk while maintaining responsiveness to fluctuat-
ing demand. These adaptive systems are partic-
ularly salient in K-fashion, where many young
designer brands operate as micro-enterprises un-
der conditions of capital constraint and market
volatility. By situating K-fashion within the
broader framework of platformized cultural mar-
kets, this study extends existing discussions of
cultural entrepreneurship and fashion business
models. It demonstrates that innovation among
young Korean designer brands is not limited to
aesthetic novelty or digital tool adoption, but is
fundamentally structural emerging from new
mechanisms of value conversion that link crea-
tivity, platforms, and micro-entrepreneurial orga-
nization. This theoretical perspective provides a

critical foundation for the innovative business

model framework proposed in the Discussion sec-
tion and clarifies how K-fashion operates as a
distinctive yet globally relevant cultural industry

in the digital age.

III. Research Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative multiple-case
study design to examine innovative business
model transformations among young Korean de-
signer brands. Case study research is particularly
appropriate for exploring complex, context de-
pendent phenomena such as creative entrepre-
neurship, where industry structure, cultural
meaning, and market practices intersect (Yin,
2018). Through systematic cross-case comparison,
the study aims to identify recurring patterns and
develop an empirically grounded understanding
of designer-led business models within the

Korean fashion industry.

1. Case Selection and Sampling Strategy

This study employed a theory informed, stra-
tified case selection strategy. Based on the theo-
retical framework developed in the literature re-
view drawing on research on designer fashion
brands, cultural entrepreneurship, platformized
markets, and micro brand dynamics three ana-
lytical categories were defined as guiding con-
structs: traditional creative designer brands,
market oriented designer brands, and eclectic de-
signer brands.

These categories function as analytical lenses
rather than rigid classifications. A stratified sam-
pling approach was used to ensure balanced rep-
resentation across the three categories, with ten

brands selected in each group, resulting in a to-
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tal sample of 30 young Korean designer brands.
Brand selection was conducted using a struc-
tured procedure within predefined strata, rather
than convenience sampling.

To construct the sampling frame, multiple
sources were referenced, including: (1) designer
brands frequently visible on fashion platforms
and consumer oriented rankings, (2) brands ac-
tively circulating through Instagram and other
social media channels, reflecting platform-based
promotion and digital native distribution practi-
ces, and (3) designer brand lists and industry
reports referenced in institutional surveys and
policy documents.

Brands were included if they met the follow-
ing criteria: (1) launch and active operation be-
tween 2020 and 2023, (2) sustained market ac-
tivity beyond the initial launch phase, (3) visible
digital presence through official websites and/or
social media platforms, and (4) engagement
with domestic or international fashion markets
through platforms, pop-up retail, exhibitions, or

distribution partnerships.

2. Data Sources and Analytical Procedure

This study conducted a systematic case-based
analysis of 30 young Korean designer brands se-
lected through a theory-informed, stratified sam-
pling strategy. The analysis relied exclusively on
publicly accessible secondary data, ensuring trans-

parency and replicability.

1) Data sources.

Multiple data sources were triangulated to
capture design orientation, business strategy, and

platform-based practices. These included: (1)

official brand websites, providing information on
brand identity, product categories, pricing, and
distribution: (2) social media platforms, partic-
ularly Instagram, used to analyze visual commu-
nication, content frequency, influencer collabo-
ration, and fandom engagement: (3) fashion
e-commerce platforms, offering insights into sales
formats and product turnover: and (4) fashion
media and industry reports, contextualizing brand
positioning and market visibility. These materials
were treated as empirical data reflecting actual

market practices rather than promotional content.

2) Analytical framework.

Analytical dimensions were derived from the
theoretical framework established in the literature
review. Each brand was examined across four
dimensions: (1) creative authorship and design
orientation: (2) production and scalability strat-
egies: (3) platform-based communication and
distribution: and (4) market engagement logic.
Cross-case comparison was conducted both with-
in and across the three analytical categories tra-
ditional creative, market oriented, and eclectic
designer brands to identify recurring patterns

and structural variation.

3) Typology construction.

The typology was informed by prior theoret-
ical constructs and refined through cross-case
analysis. Rather than being arbitrarily assigned,
brand classification was based on dominant pat-
terns observed across multiple dimensions, allow-
ing the study to examine how ideal typical con-
figurations are manifested in contemporary Korean

designer fashion practice.
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4) Operationalization.

To ensure analytical consistency, each di-
mension was operationalized using observable in-
dicators derived from publicly available data, in-
cluding product structure, platform activity fre-
quency, distribution channels, and price posi-
tioning. Classification was determined by ag-
gregated patterns rather than single indicators,
enabling a systematic and comparative inter-

pretation across cases.

VI. Results

This section presents the empirical findings
based on a systematic case based analysis of 30
young Korean designer brands including brands
launched between 2020 and 2023, ensuring suffi-
cient operational continuity for analysis. In con-
trast to industry level surveys, the analysis fo-
cuses on brand level configurations of design ori-
entation, production systems, platform use, and
market strategies. Three dominant types of
young Korean designer brands were identified,
each reflecting distinct entrepreneurial logics,
production systems, and modes of platform

engagement.

1. Typology of Young Korean Designer Brands

The 30 designer brands analyzed in this study
were identified from a consolidated population of
young Korean designer brands registered with
national fashion related organizations (e.g., Korea
Fashion Industry Association, Korea Fashion
Designers Association), fashion platforms, and
major domestic fashion media between 2020 and

2023. Brands were selected according to three

criteria:
(1) independent brand operation led by a de-
signer or small creative team:
(2) continuous market activity for more than
two years: and
(3) visible engagement with online platforms

and public facing brand communication.

For each brand, data were collected from
multiple sources, including official brand web-
sites, Instagram accounts, online fashion plat-
forms, press coverage, and where available cor-
porate disclosures or public business reports.
These materials were analyzed using a com-
parative content analysis approach, focusing on
five dimensions: design orientation, production
system, distribution channels, platform and fan-
dom engagement, and price positioning. Rather
than being rigidly assigned to predefined catego-
ries, the typologies were informed by theoretical
constructs and refined through cross-case com-
parison. Recurrent patterns observed across the
30 cases were used to elaborate and differentiate
the three analytically distinct brand types. All
brands were classified into one of these three

types, ensuring full coverage of the dataset.

1) Traditional Creative Designer Brands

Traditional creative designer brands are char-
acterized by a strong emphasis on artistic au-
thorship, craftsmanship, and cultural value. Among
the 30 brands analyzed, Mina Chung, Kow.gi,
Painters, and Jaden Cho were consistently classi-
fied within this category based on their design
orientation, production systems, and market
strategies. Empirical analysis of brand websites,

Instagram content, and press interviews indicates
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that Mina Chung primarily operates through
small-batch seasonal collections that emphasize
handcrafted details and conceptual narratives
rather than trend-driven items.

In terms of product and visual characteristics,
traditional creative brands emphasize sculptural
silhouettes, experimental material usage, and
handcrafted construction details. Collections fre-
quently feature oversized coats and jackets with
layered structures, asymmetrical cutting lines,
and non-standardized proportions that challenge
conventional garment forms. Material choices of-
ten include unconventional or artisanal textiles,
reinforcing a strong sense of creative authorship.
Product structures are typically collection-ori-
ented rather than item-repetitive, with limited
reliance  on standardized best-selling items.
Styling and visual presentation are aligned with
editorial or artistic imagery rather than commer-
cial product display, maintaining a high level of
conceptual coherence across collections.

Product descriptions and visual archives reveal
a consistent focus on textile experimentation and
artisanal finishing, with relatively limited product
variation per season. Similarly, Kow.gi demon-
strates a design-led approach centered on sculp-
tural silhouettes and material research, releasing
collections in limited quantities and distributing
primarily through select boutiques and exhibitions.
Painters and Jaden Cho exhibit comparable
patterns. Painters emphasizes process-based de-
sign and narrative craftsmanship, frequently pre-
senting collections in gallery-like settings rather
than conventional retail environments. Jaden Cho
maintains a couture inspired structure in which
made-to-order garments and project based col-

laborations account for a significant portion of

production, as evidenced by order based sales
data and exhibition records.

Across these brands, production systems are
predominantly small-batch, made-to-order, or
limited-edition, with pricing determined by sym-
bolic and artistic value rather than economies of
scale. The dataset indicates relatively low reli-
ance on direct-to-consumer (D2C) e-commerce,
with distribution strategies favoring select bou-
tiques, designer showrooms, exhibitions, and in-
stitutional collaborations. While historically ori-
ented toward offline presentation, recent cases
demonstrate selective adoption of digital tech-
nologies—such as digital textile printing, online
archives, and on-demand production systems—
primarily to enhance efficiency rather than to
pursue rapid commercialization. These practices
allow designers to preserve creative autonomy

while adapting to structural constraints.

2) Market Oriented Designer Brands

Market oriented designer brands represent the
largest cluster within the dataset. Brands such
as Matin Kim, Threetimes, AsOn, BOHEMSEO,
and Trimmingbird exemplify this type, sharing a
strong orientation toward accessibility, scalability,
and rapid market responsiveness. Analysis of
Instagram activity, online platform listings, and
press coverage shows that Matin Kim operates a
highly structured drop based release system, with
frequent product launches coordinated through
social media announcements and platform-based
pre-orders. Visual content emphasizes everyday
styling, influencer participation, and immediate
consumer feedback, indicating a tightly coupled
relationship between platform visibility and sales

performance.
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In terms of product and visual characteristics,
market oriented brands exhibit relatively stand-
ardized silhouettes and commercially adaptable
item structures, such as jackets, shirts, knitwear,
and dresses designed for repeat production.
Product lines typically rely on a limited number
of core item categories that are iteratively up-
dated across seasons, reinforcing brand familiarity
and scalability. Design elements are generally
trend responsive, reflected in seasonal color pa-
lettes, simplified construction, and wearable pro-
portions suited for everyday use. Visual identity
is closely aligned with digital platforms, partic-
ularly social media, where styling follows recog-
nizable formats such as influencer centered outfit
compositions and clean, product focused imagery
optimized for rapid consumption and brand
recognition.

Similarly, Threetimes and AsOn demonstrate
intensive use of direct-to-consumer (D2C) chan-
nels, with product launches strategically timed to
platform algorithms and peak engagement periods.
Brand communication is continuous, interactive,
and affective, with designers actively responding
to user feedback and cultivating community en-
gagement. BOHEMSEO and Trimmingbird fur-
ther illustrate this pattern through frequent col-
laborations with influencers and content creators,
amplifying visibility and accelerating sales cycles.
Across these brands, designers assume hybrid
roles as creative directors, brand communicators,
and community managers. Fandom based com-
munication emerges as a cenfral operational
mechanism, with participatory practices such as
reposting user generated content and limited edi-
tion drops directly translating into economic

value. While this model enables rapid scaling

and strong short-term growth, the data also in-
dicate increased dependence on platform dynam-

ics, trend cycles, and attention economies.

3) Eclectic Designer Brands

Eclectic designer brands occupy an inter-
mediate position between artistic autonomy and
commercial pragmatism. These brands maintain
a recognizable designer identity while strategi-
cally incorporating market feedback into product
planning and production decisions. Rather than
pursuing full scale mass production or purely ar-
tisanal models, eclectic brands selectively scale
successful designs and manage inventory risk
through controlled expansion.

Cross-case analysis indicates that eclectic brands
typically operate within a mid-range price posi-
tioning and employ a balanced mix of online
platforms, pop-up stores, and selective offline
retail. Platform engagement is moderate to high,
while fandom formation tends to center on
brand identity and visual coherence rather than
the designer’'s personal persona. The case of
Mardi Mercredi exemplifies this approach, where
a strong signature graphic enables consistent
brand recognition while supporting stable growth
across domestic and international markets.

In terms of product and visual characteristics,
the eclectic type demonstrates a hybridization of
creative experimentation and market responsive-
ness. Silhouettes combine structured and wear-
able elements, often seen in tailored jackets,
graphic sweatshirts, and casual dresses that bal-
ance distinct identity with everyday usability.
Materials range from conventional fabrics to se-
lectively applied experimental textiles, allowing

variation without compromising production effi-



Innovative Changes by Young Designer Entrepreneurs in the Korean Fashion Industry

ciency. Product structures reflect selective scal-
ing, whereby successful items are reproduced or
iteratively adapted while new designs are in-

troduced in a controlled manner. Styling and

visual presentation balance editorial

with commercial clarity, frequently incorporating
recognizable graphic elements, logo treatments, or
color-based identity systems that reinforce brand
consistency across platforms. This type integrates

artistic expression and market logic through se-

lective and strategic design decisions.

2. Comparative Interpretation and
Differentiation from Existing Industry
Typologies

aesthetics

(3)

Designer Brands represent distinct configurations

Oriented Designer Brands, and Eclectic
of creativity, entrepreneurship, and platform en-
gagement within a digitally mediated fashion
ecosystem.

Importantly, these typologies do not follow a
single linear growth trajectory, but instead reflect
different entrepreneurial logics through which
value is created, communicated, and captured.
They differ systematically across design ori-
entation, production structure, distribution chan-
nels, degree of platform dependency, and pricing
strategies (Table 1).

Unlike existing industry reports, which tend to
classify designer brands primarily based on scale,

sales volume, or organizational maturity, the ty-

The results demonstrate that young Korean

pology proposed in this study emphasizes value

designer brands are characterized by strategic

diversity rather than stylistic uniformity.

three typologies identified in this study:

conversion mechanisms. Specifically, it focuses on

The
(1)

how creativity, platform use, and entrepreneurial

strategy interact to shape brand development.

Traditional Creative Designer Brands, (2) Market

{Table 1> Typology and Key Characteristics of Young Korean Designer Brands (2020 - 2023)

Traditional Creative Designer

Typology Brands

Market-Oriented Designer

Eclectic Designer Brands
Brands

Strong artistic authorship,
conceptual design,
craftsmanship

Design
Orientation

Trend-driven, high
accessibility, rapid product
turnover

Balanced artistic identity and
commercial appeal

Production Small-batch, made-to-order, Flexible mass production, Selective scaling, expansion of
System limited editions drop-based releases best-selling items
Distribution Select boutiques, exhibitions, Online platforms, D2C, Online platforms + pop-ups
Channels designer showrooms flagship stores + selective offline retail
Low to moderate platform Very high platform use: Moderate to high platform
Platform &

dependency: limited fandom

Fandom Use . .
interaction

fandom-driven marketing and use: brand-centered

influencer engagement community

Price Positioning  High (value-based pricing)

Mid-range to accessible Mid-range

Mina Chung, Kow.gi,
Painters, Jaden Cho

Representative
Brands

Matin Kim, Threetimes,
AsOn, BOHEMSEO,
Trimingbrid

Mardi Mercredi, Andersson
Bell, Recto
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While conventional frameworks often group brands
with similar size or export orientation, the pres-
ent analysis explains why brands with compara-
ble resources may follow divergent growth paths.

Taken together, these findings suggest that
the contemporary competitiveness of K-fashion
lies not in replicating a single dominant model,
but in the coexistence of multiple entrepreneurial
pathways. Innovation in the Korean fashion in-
dustry is therefore less about stylistic novelty or
firm size, and more about how designers strate-
gically orchestrate creative authorship, platform
mediated communication, and adaptive production
systems.

The typologies identified in this study should
be understood not as fixed categories, but as
dynamic strategic configurations that respond
differently to platform dependency, market un-
certainty, and resource constraints. These results
provide the empirical foundation for the in-
tegrated business model framework proposed in
the following section, which conceptualizes young
Korean designer brands as micro-entrepreneurial
systems embedded within platformized cultural

markets.

V. Discussion

Across the cases examined, global visibility
among young Korean designer brands was con-
sistently associated with a shift toward platform
mediated communication, selective scalability, and
the strategic cultivation of fandom based sym-
bolic value rather than reliance on traditional ex-

port or wholesale channels.

1. Innovative Business Model Framework

The findings indicate a clear structural shift
from traditional scale oriented fashion systems
toward micro entrepreneurial models centered on
creativity, communication, and digital connecti-
vity. Rather than pursuing growth through mass
production and extensive physical retail net-
works, young Korean designers increasingly oper-
ate within flexible, platform-mediated ecosys-
tems. In this context, designers function as cul-
tural entrepreneurs who mobilize symbolic capital
through branding, storytelling, and affective en-
gagement with consumers. The three typologies
identified traditional creative, market oriented,
and eclectic designer brands represent differ-
entiated but interconnected configurations of this
emerging business logic. Traditional creative de-
signer brands prioritize cultural value and artistic
legitimacy, sustaining their operations through
limited production and high symbolic pricing.
Market oriented designer brands, by contrast,
maximize platform visibility and fandom engage-
ment to achieve rapid scalability, illustrating how
algorithmic exposure and participatory con-
sumption translate directly into economic perfor-
mance, Eclectic designer brands strategically in-
tegrate these logics, balancing creative identity
with market responsiveness to achieve relative
stability.

Thus, these models suggest that innovation in
K-fashion does not reside solely in aesthetic
novelty but in the reconfiguration of value crea-
tion processes. Production, communication, and
consumption are increasingly intertwined, with
digital platforms serving as infrastructural media-
tors rather than mere marketing tools. This

framework highlights how micro-brands can
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achieve global visibility and competitiveness
without replicating the organizational structures
of luxury conglomerates or fast fashion corpora-
tions. The framework conceptualizes designer-led
entrepreneurship as emerging at the intersection
of three core dimensions: creativity, platform-
based marketing, and adaptive change. Within
this triadic structure, young Korean designer
brands are categorized into three distinct typolo-
gles: traditional creative brands, market oriented
brands, and eclectic brands each representing a
different configuration of creative authorship,
market engagement, and strategic adaptability.

The central overlap highlights innovative en-
trepreneurship (designer-led) as a dynamic me-
chanism through which designers orchestrate
aesthetic value, digital communication, and adap-
tive business practices within a platform medi-
ated fashion ecosystem. At the core of the
framework lies creative authorship, which func-
tions as the primary source of symbolic capital.
Regardless of typology, all designer brands ana-
lyzed in this study rely on the designer's aes-
thetic vision and cultural storytelling as the
foundation of brand identity. This creative core
differentiates designer brands from mass market
fashion and enables the accumulation of cultural
legitimacy. Surrounding this core is plat-
form-based communication, which mediates the
relationship between designers and consumers.
Digital platforms such as social media and
e-commerce channels operate not merely as
marketing tools but as infrastructural environ-
ments where visibility, interaction, and feedback
are continuously produced.

The degree of platform dependency varies

across brand types, with market oriented brands

exhibiting the highest reliance and traditional
creative brands engaging more selectively. Fandom
mediated value creation constitutes the third
component of the framework. Rather than treat-
ing consumers as passive buyers, young Korean
designer brands actively cultivate affective com-
munities that participate in meaning making,
content circulation, and brand advocacy. This
mechanism is particularly salient in market-ori-
ented and eclectic brands, where emotional at-
tachment and community engagement directly
contribute to economic performance.

Finally, flexible production and distribution
systems enable micro-brands to operate under
conditions of uncertainty. Small batch production,
on demand manufacturing, drop based releases,
and hybrid online - offline distribution structures
allow designers to minimize risk while maintain-
ing responsiveness. These systems support differ-
ent enftrepreneurial trajectories, from artisanal
sustainability to rapid platform driven growth.
The framework further demonstrates that the
three typologies identified in the Results section
traditional creative, market oriented, and eclectic
designer brands can be understood as different
configurations within this overarching system
rather than as isolated models.

Innovation in K-fashion thus emerges from
the dynamic recombination of these components,
highlighting a shift away from scale driven
competitiveness toward structurally adaptive, cre-
ativity centered entrepreneurship. <(Figure 1)
presents an integrated framework that synthe-
sizes the empirical findings of this study. The
three dimensionscreative authorship, platform-
based communication, and adaptive production

were derived from cross case analysis of the 30
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brands and reflect the core mechanisms through
which value is created and sustained in con-
temporary designer fashion.

Fach dimension corresponds to one of the pri-
mary analytical axes identified in the study.
Creative authorship captures the degree of de-
sign led identity and conceptual coherence: plat-
form-based communication reflects the extent to
which brands rely on digital platforms for visi-
bility, engagement, and sales: and adaptive pro-
duction refers to the flexibility of production
systems in response to market demand and re-
source constraints.

The positioning of each brand type within the
model is based on dominant patterns observed
across cases. Traditional creative brands are posi-

tioned with high creative authorship but rela-

Market-oriented
Brands

Platform
-based
Marketing

Innovative

(Designer-led)

Eclectic
Brands

tively low platform dependency and adaptive scala-
bility. Market oriented brands exhibit strong
platform reliance and high adaptability, but com-
paratively lower emphasis on singular creative
authorship. Eclectic brands occupy an inter-
mediate position, integrating elements of both
creative distinctiveness and market responsive-
ness.

Importantly, the framework extends beyond a
descriptive business model by illustrating how
design related elements such as visual identity,
product structure, and collection logic are struc-
turally connected to market value through plat-
form mediated communication and production
strategies. In this sense, the model contributes to
fashion design research by reframing design not

only as a formal outcome, but as an integral

Traditional
Creative Brands

Adaptive
Change

<{Figure 1> Innovative Business Model Framework for Young Korean Designer Brands
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component of entrepreneurial systems within
digitally mediated cultural markets.

Beyond industry level implications, this study
also offers insights into the design related strat-
egies of contemporary Korean designer brands.
While the analysis does not focus on formal de-
sign development processes, the findings reveal
that wvisual identity and product structure are
closely intertwined with entrepreneurial and plat-
form-based strategies.

Specifically, traditional creative brands main-
tain strong visual coherence through sculptural
silhouettes, material experimentation, and collec-
tion-based composition, reinforcing artistic au-
thor- ship. In contrast, market-oriented brands
construct visual identity through repeatable item
structures, trend-responsive styling, and platform
optimized imagery, where design operates as a
communicative interface aligned with digital
consumption. Eclectic brands integrate these ap-
proaches, combining distinctive visual elements
with commercially adaptable product systems,
resulting in hybrid design strategies.

These findings suggest that, in contemporary
fashion contexts, design can no longer be under-
stood solely as formal or aesthetic output, but
must be considered as part of a broader system
linking creative practice, brand identity, and
market interaction. This perspective provides im-
plications for fashion design education, emphasiz-
ing the need to develop not only formal design
skills but also the ability to translate design con-
cepts into coherent brand narratives within plat-

formized cultural environments.

2. Competencies and Policy Implications

The results further suggest that the role of
the fashion designer has expanded significantly.
Beyond design expertise, future fashion entre-
preneurs must possess competencies in digital
communication, platform literacy, financial man-
agement, supply chain coordination, and cross
cultural branding. The ability to interpret plat-
form analytics, engage fandom communities, and
translate cultural narratives into globally resonant
brand identities has become a core professional
requirement rather than a supplementary skill.
From a policy perspective, these findings under-
score the need to recalibrate existing support
systems for designer fashion. Rather thana fo-
cusing exclusively on large scale production or
export volume, policy interventions should priori-
tize targeted support for prototyping, small batch
and on-demand manufacturing, intellectual prop-
erty protection, and digital marketing infrastruc-
ture. In addition, programs that facilitate access
to global platforms, international pop-up ex-
hibitions, and B2B matchmaking can help bridge
the gap between cultural visibility and market
conversion.

Importantly, the sustainability of the K-fash-
ion ecosystem depends on recognizing young de-
signer brands not as peripheral creative actors
but as central agents of industrial innovation. By
supporting designer-led micro enterprises as hy-
brid cultural and economic entities, policy frame-
works can foster long term resilience and di-
versify the global representation of Korean fash-
ion beyond a limited number of flagship brands.
Importantly, these competencies are not abstract
skill sets but empirically derived requirements

emerging from the operational realities of young



MRE 2576% 39

Korean designer brands identified in this study.
The concentration of creative, managerial, and
communicative roles within individual designers
underscores the need for educational and policy
frameworks that address entrepreneurial sustain-

ability alongside creative excellence.

VI. Conclusion

This study examines how young Korean de-
signer brands reconfigure value creation processes
within platformized cultural markets and pro-
poses a typology of entrepreneurial business
models. It demonstrates the transformative role
of young Korean fashion designers in reshaping
the contemporary fashion industry through en-
trepreneurial practices embedded in digital plat-
forms, fandom-based consumption, and flexible
production systems. Moving beyond conventional
views of K-fashion as an extension of K-pop
and K-drama aesthetics, the findings show that
these brands operate within a distinct plat-
form-based ecosystem. Rather than functioning
as peripheral creative actors, these designers ac-
tively reorganize how fashion value is produced,
communicated, and converted into market per-
formance under conditions of global uncertainty.

By classifying young Korean designer brands
into three typologies traditional creative, market
oriented, and eclectic this study contributes to
the literature on fashion entrepreneurship and
cultural industries by articulating differentiated
pathways through which creativity and com-
merce are integrated. Importantly, the results in-
dicate that resilience in the Korean fashion sec-
tor does not emerge from convergence toward a

single dominant business model or scale driven

standardization. Instead, it arises from the coex-
istence of multiple entrepreneurial logics that
strategically recombine creative authorship, plat-
form engagement, and adaptive production ac-
cording to distinct value priorities.

From a theoretical perspective, this research
extends discussions of cultural entrepreneurship
by foregrounding the designer as an en-
trepreneurial  orchestrator who simultaneously
manages aesthetic authorship, digital communica-
tion, and business coordination. In doing so, it
reframes the role of the fashion designer from
an autonomous creative producer to a hybrid
cultural economic actor operating within platfor-
mized cultural markets. Empirically, the study
advances prior research on emerging Korean de-
signers by incorporating recent industry data and
original brand level analysis, thereby capturing
post pandemic shifts toward platform depend-
ency, fandom engagement, and direct-to-con-
sumer strategies that have not been sufficiently
addressed in earlier studies.

The findings also yield important practical
implications. For policy makers and industry
stakeholders, sustaining the K-fashion ecosystem
requires moving beyond export volume - oriented
strategies toward targeted interventions that
strengthen prototyping capacity, small batch and
on demand production, intellectual property pro-
tection, and access to global digital platforms.
For fashion education, the results underscore the
necessity of equipping future designers with en-
trepreneurial, digital, and cross-cultural com-
petencies alongside creative skills, reflecting the
expanded professional role demanded by platform
mediated fashion markets.

Importantly, the platformized value conversion
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mechanisms identified in this study do not pro-
duce a single optimal business model. Instead,
they generate differentiated strategic config-
urations among young Korean designer brands.
As demonstrated in the Results section, tradi-
tional creative designer brands prioritize symbolic
capital and artistic legitimacy while engaging se-
lectively with platforms: market oriented design-
er brands maximize platform dependency and
fandom activation to accelerate scalability: and
eclectic designer brands strategically balance cre-
ative identity with market responsiveness. These
typologies illustrate how designers navigate the
same platformized cultural environment through
distinct entrepreneurial strategies, reinforcing the
argument that innovation in K-fashion is config-
urational rather than uniform.

Despite its contributions, this study has
limitations. The brand sample, while analytically
robust, is limited to Korean designer brands op-
erating within a specific time frame. Future re-
search could extend this framework through
comparative analysis across East Asian or global
fashion ecosystems, as well as longitudinal stud-
ies examining how designer brands transition be-
tween typologies over time. Nevertheless, this
research positions young Korean designer brands
as central agents of innovation within the global
fashion landscape. By clarifying how creativity,
entrepreneurship, and digital culture intersect in
K-fashion, the study provides a conceptual and
empirical foundation for future scholarly inquiry
and strategic action aimed at sustaining the
global relevance of Korean fashion in an increas-
ingly platform driven and volatile industry

environment.
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Appendix A. Analytical Framework and Coding Scheme

Dimension

Indicator

Operational Criteria

Data Source

Creative Authorship
& Design Orientation

Visual consistency

Degree of coherence in silhouette,
color, and styling across collections

Website, Instagram

Conceptual direction

Presence of identifiable design
narrative or conceptual theme

Website, interviews, media

Designer centrality

Visibility of designer identity in
branding and communication

Website, media

Production &
Scalability Strategy

Production volume

Small-batch, limited edition, or
scalable mass production

Website, retail platforms

Production system

Use of made-to-order, drop-based,
or continuous production models

Website, e-commerce

Inventory strategy

Evidence of risk management
(limited stock, pre-order systems)

Platforms, media

Platform-Based
Communication &
Distribution

Platform dependency

Frequency and centrality of
Instagram/social media usage

Instagram

D2C channel usage

Presence of direct-to-consumer
sales channels

Website, platforms

Distribution diversity

Use of online platforms, pop-ups,
offline retail

Website, retail

Market Engagement
Logic

Pricing structure

Low, mid, or high price
positioning relative to peer brands

Website, retail

Fandom engagement

Evidence of user interaction,
reposting, community formation

Instagram

Trend responsiveness

Frequency of product updates and
alignment with trends

Instagram, media
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