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The Post-IMF firm strategy and the corporate restructuring in the
heavy & chemical industrial district: the case of Ulsan, Korea*

Summary

This paper is to analyze how firms in a large
firm-led industrial city have carried out the
restructuring in the face of radical shifts, with
focus on the strategy and the restructuring of
firms in Ulsan, a typical industrial district in
Korea that is specialized in heavy & chemical
industry. It has been well known that the local
economy has been led by a small number of
large firms, including affiliates of chaebol, and its
industrial structure has also been characterised
as a clear dichotomy between large firms as a
customer and small and medium-size firms as a
supplier, which can be called not horizontal but
vertical relations. It can identify some tendencies,
however, that local companies have been rather
dynamically changing in response to increasingly
turbulent environment since the Asian crisis.
Some are radical, but some incremental. These
can be summarized in four distinctive but
interlinked ways. First, more than half of local
companies surveyed have attempted to change
their production systems, mainly from the fordist
mass production towards the flexible mass
production, seeking both economies of scale and
scope. Second, local firms have vigorously

Park. Yang-Choon**

continued to reorganize the boundary of the
production and the organization, by specializing
products and focusing on the core competence in
order to save costs and cope with radically
changing customer demands in a flexible way.
Third, there have been various strategies for the
organizational innovation such as the introduction
of team organization, the boundary blurring
between the managerial and production workers
and the intra-firm spin-offs, so as to improve
managerial efficiency and competence in the use
of internal labour market. Finally, they have tried
to be more sensitive to the market and
customers. These tendencies seem to be increa-
singly critical to sustain their competitiveness.
To do so, they tend to focus increasingly not
only on the competing via the product quality
rather than through price, but also to seek to
diversify the market and customer firms beyond
national boundary.

Key words : Ulsan region, heavy & chemical
industry, restructuring, production
system, firm strategy
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