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absTRacT

A growth curve of the mobile commerce (m-commerce) market would be like that of the mobile voice 
market or broadband Internet service in the past in Korea, and then m-commerce will bring the mobile 
operators the second revenue. Even though, the subscribers of m-commerce are continues ascent in 
external appearance, in effect it is have an important problem to though revenue. In this research, after 
defining the m-commerce market, we will discover trends based on technological, social, and politic 
changes and the development scenarios of the m-commerce market. We review the technological, social, 
and policy changes that have occurred in Korea in order to present the mega trends that could affect the 
m-commerce market most significantly, by finding out the inner and outer arena trends of the m-commerce 
market. And then, we show four scenarios: (1) gloomy market scenario, (2) dream market scenario, 
(3) market collapse scenario, and (4) rainbow compromise scenario. We expect that an analysis of the 
trend that could create an m-commerce market in Korea and a study of the development scenarios will 
provide some foresight to communication service providers in Korea and overseas countries in order to 
cope with the future m-commerce market.
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M-Commerce Market Development Scenarios in Korea

InTROducTIOn

The mobile operators in Korea have launched the 
mobile data service using code division multiple 
access (CDMA) network technology since 1999, 
and the overall market has reached 23.4 million 
subscribers. When the service was launched, the 
mobile operators and the market researchers had 
an optimistic view that Korea’s m-commerce 
market would have an explosive increase. This 
positive expectation was based on the number of 
the mobile voice service users in Korea. That is, a 
growth curve of the m-commerce market would 
be like that of the mobile voice market or broad-
band Internet service in the past in Korea, and 
then m-commerce will bring the mobile operators 
the second revenue. Even though the number of 
m-commerce subscribers is continuously grow-
ing, it does not quite contribute to the operators’ 
revenue so we decided Korea’s m-commerce 
market has stagnated. Due to the saturated mobile 
voice market, most mobile operators in Korea are 
experiencing the same difficulty.

The mobile operators have been making an 
effort to create revenues through m-commerce, 
and also the use of mobile Internet has become 
popular. The launch of HSDPA, which is a cellular 
technology, is one new milestone. Along with 
these new technologies it has been introduced and 

has received much attention in the Korean public. 
These effects resulted in a positive view for the m-
commerce market. Nevertheless, various aspects 
and assertions about the growing potential and 
usefulness of m-commerce have been brought up. 
Korea is a country that supports fixed and mobile 
Internet to be activated nationwide. But with the 
complete preparations, what is the reason that m-
commerce is not so active in Korea? Ironically, we 
find the reason in the well-developed, high-speed 
Internet environment. In Korea, the number of 
Internet users had been growing rapidly, nearly 
doubling each year since 1997. What is even more 
interesting is that most Internet users had sub-
scribed to the high-speed Internet service. In 2001, 
the number of high-speed Internet subscribers per 
100 people was 21.8 people in Korea (about 40% 
of all Internet users), 4.5 people in the USA (about 
9% of Internet users), and 2.2 people in Japan (5% 
of Internet users). This dramatic expansion of the 
high-speed Internet service has even received 
worldwide attention. The International Telecom-
munication Union (ITU) and the Organisation of 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
announced that Korea ranked first in the diffusion 
of high-speed Internet service. Of all households 
in Korea, 97% have some way of connecting to 
the Internet and 60% of all households in Korea 
access the high-speed Internet. Also in Korea the 

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006.09

Subscriber
(1,000 persons) 29,046 32,342 33,592 36,586 38,342 39,703

New subscriber
(1,000 persons) 2,229 3,297 1,249 2,994 1,756 361

Increasing rate (%) 8.3% 11.4% 3.9% 8.9% N/A N/A

Total sales
(billion dollars) 13,506,573 15,007,736 15,532,733 16,502,062 N/A N/A

New sales
(billion dollars) 1,399,665 1,501,163 524,997 969,329 N/A N/A

Increasing rate (%) 11.6% 11.1% 3.5% 6.2% N/A N/A

Table 1. Growth changes in the mobile voice market (Source: Ministry of Information and Communica-
tion (MIC), 2006)
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