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Abstract

Background  Following the IMF Asian Financial Crisis, domestic construction companies began
introducing independent brands to apartments, reconstructing housing into differentiated consumer
goods and asset commodities. This study aims to examine the introduction and competition process of
apartment brands that unfolded over the 10 years from the deregulation of pre-sale prices in 1998 to just
before the Global Financial Crisis in 2008, and to investigate the economic, social, and cultural factors
that made this possible.

Methods This study was conducted primarily through a literature review. Based on a three stage
periodization(1998—1999, 2000—2003, and 2004—2007), it examines the institutional changes, real
estate market trends, brand strategies of construction companies, and the formation of the socio-cultural
meanings of brands in each period. Furthermore, it analyzes key drivers underlying these processes,
including housing financialization, middle-class restructuring, and changes in consumer culture.

Results Following the deregulation of pre-sale prices in 1998, construction companies broke away
from a stagnant state focused on quantitative supply and introduced pioneering differentiated models to
the market, such as ‘LG Village’ and ‘Tower Palace’. As the Gangnam reconstruction market subsequently
emerged as the core arena determining the hierarchy of apartment brands, integrated brands like
‘Raemian’, ‘e-Pyeonhansesang’, and ‘Xi’ were systematically introduced. By the mid-2000s, a firm brand
hierarchy divided into leading, chasing, and other groups became entrenched. The formation of this
hierarchy was confirmed to be the result of a multilayered combination: the economic foundation where
apartments transformed into financial products guaranteeing future asset value; the desire for distinction
among the upper-middle class that emerged after the financial crisis; and the cultural mediation of design
professional firms that translated the complex interests of construction companies and consumers into
the visual language of “brands”.

Conclusions  The decade from 1998 to 2007 was a historical turning point during which apartment
brands transcended mere product trademarks to become a powerful and solidified symbolic order defining
residential values and socio-economic hierarchies in South Korean society.
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Figure 1 Seoul Apartment Price Change Rate, 1998-2010
(Source: Kookmin Bank Housing Price Index)
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