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Abstract. Nowadays, the sustainable development of Korean pop music
has been widely discussed, but there are still deficiencies in cross-cultural
marketing. This study analyzes the marketing process behind the Korean pop
music industry and the challenges encountered in the new era. The
marketing strategy based on the localization of product content and cultural
output has established the foundation for South Korea's export marketing.
The development of the digital age provides a new marketing platform for
the Korean wave, but there are also some drawbacks. Therefore, the analysis
shows that the main problems faced by cross-cultural marketing come from
the change of marketing platform and the lack of motivation for industrial
innovation. The differences in market preferences and the saturation of
overseas markets are also major barriers to the Korean wave. Based on the
above problems, this paper puts forward the following suggestions: first, to
achieve connotative marketing through product quality improvement;
second, to rationally use the digital platform for promotion and
communication.

1 Introduction

The origin of modern Korean pop music can be traced back to the 1990s, when the boy group
SEO Taiji and Boys made their debut [1]. The Song Nan arayo (I know) combines American
hip-hop new jack swing with contemporary pop music for the first time, and the mixture of
native language and new music materials has received enthusiastic response from young
people [1]. The idol groups that can successfully market and set off the discussion of the
times have become the mainstream style, and the companies behind them have been able to
quickly consolidate their position in the entertainment industry. In the 2000s, K-pop began
to move from South Korea to the world, and the successful famous artists include BoA, Bi
Rain, and PSY [1].

However, the high threshold of the overseas market, especially the U.S. market, still
makes development difficult. The local market of South Korea is gradually saturated with
the emergence of new generation groups, and it must explore new overseas markets through
innovative content. Due to the industrialization process of the Korean pop music industry and
the restrictions on artists' free creation, the products created have become homogeneous. At
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the same time, the acceleration of the digital process of music has led to the decline of
consumers' loyalty to any kind of music [2].

The rapid rise of short video platforms has given Korean pop music a new marketing
export. TikTok and other digital platforms give the audience the fastest and most convenient
way to understand artists. The popularity of short video challenges reduces the marketing
cost of song publicity. Even after the end of COVID-19, the desire for non-face-to-face
services is expected to continue to grow [3]. The use of virtual platforms has also received
more attention. However, compared with other fields such as medical treatment, economy,
and tourism, the promotion of the Korean wave still lacks systematic links [3]. New
marketing strategies are constantly emerging; it will be difficult to adapt to the development
of the digital age and meet the demand of expanding influence. The current research still has
limitations in the analysis of the development of the Korean wave industry in the new digital
platform, especially the short video platform. The purpose of this study is to analyze the
development and challenges of the cross-cultural marketing of the Korean wave in the digital
age and to provide possible suggestions for the future.

2 Korean wave cross-cultural marketing process

2.1 Development history of the Korean wave

To study the marketing process of the Korean wave, it must start with its development history.
During the Japanese colonial period, Japanese culture, including music education, was
introduced into South Korea, which had a significant impact on the education system of South
Korea. After the collapse of the Japanese Empire, the influence of American culture, such as
Western classical music, began to be implanted in South Korea. Although the government
later banned the spread of this kind of music, it still could not stop the national interest in it
[4]. SEO Taiji and Boys, known as the pioneers of the Korean wave, are also one of the first
groups in South Korea to integrate hip-hop and rap into local music. This "Westernization"
trend has gradually been accepted by the Korean people and has become one of the direct
reasons for the establishment of many entertainment brokerage companies [4]. In the 1990s,
the first generation of Korean idol groups such as H.O.T., tried to test the global market, but
most of their operations still focused on the local market. The second generation, represented
by girlhood and other groups, began to gain overseas attention and began to officially go out
of South Korea through localized marketing strategies. Since the third generation, the active
development of social platforms such as YouTube has also provided a new way of cross-
cultural marketing for the Korean wave. Major brokerage companies use digital platforms to
carry out global promotion activities and play a key role in the global dissemination of
Korean pop music [5]. In particular, the short video challenge launched by TikTok makes it
easier for users to find and copy relevant content. Some songs with melodies in line with the
public's sense of hearing and simple dance tend to become the focus of viral challenges, and
their transmission range is far beyond the traditional media channels [6].

2.2 Localization strategy of Korean pop music export marketing

In the initial stage of marketing, Korean pop music implemented the localization strategy.
The purpose of this strategy is mainly to break the cultural barriers in overseas markets. The
first step in the implementation of the strategy is to eliminate the language differences in
songs. The brokerage company releases songs in Japanese or English to improve its
popularity. In addition, Korean brokerage companies will export artists to overseas markets
for training and development. Cooperation with overseas artists is also a common way [7].



SHS Web of Conferences 234, 02001 (2026) https://doi.org/10.1051/shscont/202623402001
ICIEBM 2026

The English and Spanish single "Back for more" by Tomorrow X Together and Brazilian
singer Anitta combines Latin pop elements. This way of reducing cultural differences
improves the acceptance of overseas audiences and brings cultural added value to Korean
artists. Another notable feature of Korean idol groups is the increasing number of non-Korean
members [6]. J.Y. Park, founder of JYP Entertainment, once mentioned in his keynote speech
that "integrating international members into the Korean wave portfolio" is a key step in the
internationalization of the Korean wave [6]. The debut of non-Korean members makes their
fans feel proud and satisfied because of the performance of their artists [4]. At the same time,
in order to maintain overseas popularity, the brokerage company will also require these non-
Korean artists to maintain and show their national identity to the outside world. The most
advanced market entry mode for Korean brokerage companies is to establish joint ventures
with the local market to achieve "deep localization". The joint venture is not just to produce
songs in local languages or join local people, but to build local artists with the knowledge
and production capital of Korean media producers [7]. The next stage of the joint venture
model is to establish a strategic alliance with distribution channels in the local market to
promote Korean cultural content [7]. Several Korean entertainment brokerage companies
have reached strategic cooperation with QQ music and other platforms, including the release
of songs and music videos, to further promote the widespread use of their cultural products
in mainland China [8]. Korean music has gradually gained a foothold in the overseas market.

2.3 Cultural output of Korean pop music export marketing

In addition to catering to the local culture of overseas markets, South Korea is also marketing
its own local culture through the Korean wave. As an export product with high economic
value, Korean pop music has become the core carrier of Korean culture and technology [7].
With the development of new communication technology in the digital age, the output of
cultural products no longer depends only on the localization strategy. Shaping the overseas
image of the country also needs to rely on the cultural self-confidence of the country, so as
to strengthen the overseas audience's recognition of Korean culture. This is not only cultural
propaganda, but also the transformation of cultural resources into marketing exports. The
most obvious thing is to add Korean elements, such as hanbok to the MV of the idol group.
The South Korean government also plays an active role in the external marketing of local
culture. The Korean cultural festival held by the Korean Academy of Culture is most popular
with Asian tourists. In 2015, the boyfriend, the Korean men's group, first participated in the
Korean culture festival held in Poland. The organizer undertook the cost of its formation and
performance so that the audience could enjoy the performance free of charge [9]. This move
had attracted new tourists from other countries interested in Korean pop music and had
become one of the factors promoting the development of Korean tourism. Korean idols are
also involved in promoting other Korean cultural elements that are not directly related to their
careers. From 2009 to 2017, South Korea carried out activities to promote the Korean
traditional diet overseas, and artists participated in them through advertisement shooting,
program recording, and other means [9]. This move attracted potential consumers. The
promotion of Korean local culture and the external marketing of Korean pop music interact.
The cultural influence of South Korea has been improved through the flow and topic degree
of artists themselves; As a result, artists have gained more exposure, and their positive impact
on overseas fans has also been improved. These measures enable Korean pop music to
continue to maintain its own cultural output while implementing the overseas localization
strategy.
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3 Marketing challenges in the digital age

In the course of Korean pop music's external marketing, there is a change trend from
localization to cultural output. The development of digital platforms has transformed this
trend from cultural output to a localization strategy. The existing localization strategy is
somewhat different from the early stage. It focuses more on the "removing Koreaization" of
products, including but not limited to the change of song style, artist image packaging, etc.
However, there are still some challenges in its development process.

3.1 Market differentiation challenge

Due to different cultural backgrounds, the market environment is different. This difference
is a major obstacle to the marketing of Korean pop music. The core obstacle of the Japanese
market stems from its relatively closed market environment: Japan's mature local idol
industry has become a high barrier to the Korean wave entering the Japanese market [8].
Japanese idol groups attract fans' support with their pure and innocent image and the sense
of closeness with fans [10]. The high affinity of Japanese idols to the people and their high
compatibility with local culture have won higher fan loyalty and national recognition from
local people. Coupled with the differences in cultural preferences and values between Japan
and South Korea, the Japanese Idol market is relatively monopolized [8].

In this case, there is a transmission deviation due to ignorance of the environment. This
deviation is mainly due to the drawbacks of the fixed mode of the Korean pop music industry.
In Korean pop music, music has changed from "auditory object" to "visual music" [2]. The
marketing content of the industry is mainly visual packaging and performance, but music has
fallen to second place. At the same time, Korean performers lack the freedom to
independently create music, which is the core principle of Western pop music [11]. In
addition, the western social environment pursues individualism, which is different from the
collectivism of Korean pop music, which takes composition as the main development
direction, which is also one of the reasons why Korean pop music is difficult to be accepted
by the European and American markets.

3.2 Innovation fatigue in industries

The digital dissemination of music is also a major test of the industry's innovation capability.
Although the cooperation between the European and American markets and Korean pop
music is improving, there are still many factors that have a negative impact on its
development in the European and American markets. The excessive pursuit of localization
strategy in Korean pop music has led to a convergence of music styles with British and
American pop music, losing the original cultural characteristics of the Korean Wave, and
thus causing aesthetic fatigue among European and American audiences, hindering the long-
term development of the industry. The large number of English lyrics appearing in Korean
songs, although increasing in popularity, cannot showcase the cultural depth of Korea. There
is also a growing trend of naming songs in English, with some words being imitated and used
more frequently, resulting in stagnant innovation ability. In addition, the maturity of the local
music industry in Europe and America, as well as a large number of excellent local talents,
has occupied the vast majority of the market share. Korean pop music finds it difficult to
break through the increasingly high cultural barriers.
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3.3 Entertainment-oriented guidance and sustainable development challenges
in marketing

In the digital age, the proliferation of media forms and the sudden increase in information
volume have made consumers' attention valuable. Acquiring attention means accumulating
the potential for further attention acquisition in the future [12]. This accumulation can give
the entertainment industry an advantage in the new economy. Therefore, how to quickly
capture consumers' attention has become one of the core competencies. Compared to long-
term music production, the huge traffic brought by fast-paced, low-cost short videos allows
talent agencies to receive more returns in the short term.

However, the impact of this entertainment-oriented mechanism is a backlash against the
sustainable development of the industry. Idol groups gain high exposure through short videos,
but at the same time, it also reduces the audience's attention to the group's songs. The
marketing of short videos focuses the audience on dance challenges and a certain melody in
the song, without delving into the cultural depth of the song. Music has become a fast-food
culture that pursues sensory stimulation. In order to serve the fast-paced marketing model,
the production pace of the industry is also forced to accelerate. The reversal of priorities in
music production and marketing, as well as dependence on digital platforms, has led to a
decline in song quality. Under the influence of big data push and platform algorithms, the
problem of creative homogenization is becoming increasingly apparent. This forms a sharp
contrast with the concept of songs in the past. The audience is not only appreciating the music
but also interpreting the meaning behind the song. However, the cultural influence of songs
has gradually regressed with the development of digital platforms. The guidance of
entertainment has replaced the cultural output that supports the sustainable development of
the industry with standardized templates. The challenge of cross-cultural marketing today is
no longer just localized development, but the weakening of one's own cultural depth.

4 Suggestions

Based on the above development issues, the following are reference suggestions. In view of
the impact of transmission deviation caused by cultural differences, and the declining
innovation ability of the industry, shifting the focus of marketing and music production to
the connotation of music will help to adapt to the diversified needs of the market and improve
the cultural depth of the industry. The rational use of digital platform can also improve the
effectiveness of digital dissemination of music and reduce the negative impact of
entertainment mechanism on the long-term development of the industry.

4.1 Emphasize intrinsic marketing

With the development of the digital age, the promotional scope of Korean popular music is
expanding. Given the trend of globalization and the growing demand for multiculturalism,
making appropriate adaptations to song styles is a form of adaptive development. The song
style can learn from overseas music culture, but blindly copying overseas music styles or
directly using existing samples will only backfire. One of the reasons why the Korean Wave
is popular in overseas markets is that its music style has brought impact and attraction to
other cultures. It is reasonable to innovate and develop according to the preferences of
different markets while retaining the original characteristics.

Although marketing in the new era focuses more on the memory points of combined
songs, entertainment companies should first emphasize the musicality of the songs when
producing them, rather than just focusing on commercial value. Compared to industrialized
melodies created for the pursuit of viral transmission, focusing on the content that the song
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wants to express is more important. Excellent songs not only have melodies that can touch
the audience, but also have connotations that can resonate with the audience. The production
of song concepts can be a topic of common concern for mainstream groups or a reflection of
modern social issues. Integrating traditional elements into the concept, clothing, and music
of idol groups can effectively enhance the cultural depth of the group, while also promoting
local culture to a global perspective.

The focus of idol groups is not limited to song creation, and the value and charm of idols
themselves are also the focus of discussion. Relaxing music production permissions and
cultivating music talents with creative abilities are also key to improving the quality of songs. The
artist group Stray Kids, under JYP Entertainment Agency, has created uniquely styled songs with
the abilities of several outstanding producers within the group. They are brave enough to express
their personal artistic ideas in their songs and have been well received in overseas markets.

4.2 Reasonable use of digital platforms

The benefits brought by short videos are undeniable. At the same time, brokerage companies
should also face up to the impact of relying on short video platforms on the long-term
development of their portfolio. The rise of digital platforms means that the tools people use
are constantly changing, and only by using them correctly can they play their maximum role.

Using digital platforms to create explosive points for songs is one of the most effective
ways to boost their popularity in the short term. This method has randomness. The most
common practice is to invite other artists for dance challenges during the release of songs by
the group. When the group has gained discussion due to certain music or artist-related clips,
the agency can seize the opportunity in a timely manner and carry out precise marketing for
these clips. The promotion methods are not limited to inviting well-known online bloggers
to collaborate, recalling artists for stage performances, etc.

In addition to promoting the song, the image promotion of the artist is equally important.
Unlike traditional singers, the Korean pop music industry considers the packaging of an
artist's image as one of its marketing contents. Displaying the charm of an artist through
popular actions or scenes, such as concerts and music festival performances, can also enhance
their popularity. In addition to videos that directly showcase the charm of artists, being brave
enough to showcase and promote one's own culture also enhances cultural confidence and
improves media representation [13].

5 Conclusion

This study examines the development process and marketing strategies of the Korean Wave,
revealing the marketing ideas from its early days to the present day, as well as the challenges
that the changes made to expand the market have posed to the industry's development. The
development of history indicates that the Korean Wave has shifted from its initial localization
strategy to cultural export, which is a trend from opening up overseas markets to deepening
domestic cultural identity. This trend has undergone another transformation in the digital age.
In addition to eliminating basic language differences, Korean pop music tends to export
music products that are similar to overseas cultures to better meet the aesthetic and
preferences of overseas markets. This' de Korean 'strategy further reduces the impact of
cultural differences on music dissemination. Meanwhile, electronic media has expanded the
scope of music dissemination, enhancing the competitiveness and influence of Korean pop
music in major music markets.

However, with the development of digital platforms, there has been a gap in the long-
term development model of the Korean pop music industry. The new localization strategy
seems to have increased popularity, but it has never completely broken the monopoly of local
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singers in overseas markets. The industrialization process issues behind the industry are
becoming increasingly prominent. The short video marketing under the entertainment
mechanism is contrary to the sustainable development of the industry. The lack of innovation
capability and the weakening of cultural depth are the two major challenges that the industry
urgently needs to solve.

Based on the above analysis, this study provides feasible suggestions for solving the
challenges of the new era. This study emphasizes the impact of marketing direction and
strategic deviations on the development of Korean pop music. Especially in the new situation
of accelerated digital dissemination of music and market saturation, a change in strategy is
particularly important.

Future research can further focus on the application of new technologies in the Korean
pop music industry. This research direction can provide a more in-depth analysis of the new
development model of the Korean pop music industry.
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