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As firms rapidly lose dynamism beyond the early stage, 
resolving their growth bottlenecks has emerged as a 
critical policy priority. Empirical analysis shows that 
successful scale-up is closely tied to R&D investment, 
AI adoption, and exports in manufacturing, whereas 
brand strength and design capabilities are key 
drivers in services. This highlights the limitations of 
single-track, R&D-centric support and the greater 
effectiveness of coordinated policy mixes based on 
firm-specific growth bottlenecks. Achieving this 
requires pivoting toward a more effective model―
one that brings scale-up programs under integrated 
management and overhauls the performance 
evaluation framework.
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The success of economic growth strategies hinges on whether firms 
achieve substantive growth. While recent rallies in the KOSPI and other 
capital market indicators are encouraging, the concentration of these 
benefits among a few large-cap bellwethers makes it premature to 
conclude that firm growth has broadly recovered. The data tell a clear 
story: across both manufacturing and services, the share of low-growth 
firms is rising, and the share of high-growth firms (HGFs) is declining 
(Appendix). What is troubling is that this slowdown is spreading across 
the entire business sector, dampening activity even among firms 
at the scale-up stage—precisely those expected to expand through 
innovation and investment. Reversing this low-growth trajectory will 
require more than the current policy toolkit can deliver.
Low growth and declining business dynamism are not challenges 
unique to Korea. Major advanced economies are stepping up efforts 
to cultivate new drivers of growth amid the digital transition and an 
intensifying global contest for technological leadership. Increasingly, 
scale-up policy aimed at identifying and nurturing firms with strong 
growth potential has emerged as a key part of the answer. Scale-

up firms are those that have progressed beyond the early start-up 
stage and are pursuing expansion through investment in innovation, 
overseas market entry, and workforce growth. When these efforts lead 
to rapid gains in revenue or employment, such firms are classified 
as high-growth firms (HGFs). As engines of growth, HGFs create 
jobs, stimulate innovation within industries, and improve resource 
allocation across the economy.1) The European Union (EU) has made 
scale-up support a strategic priority, channeling support for innovative 
scale-ups through the European Innovation Council (EIC). Research by 
the OECD (2021) and other studies shows that a small cohort of HGFs 
accounts for a remarkably large share of job creation and economic 
expansion.
This study defines HGFs as firms with average annual revenue 
growth of 20% or more over a three-year period. Using Statistics 
Korea’s Survey of Business Activities,  it finds that HGFs account for 

1)	 �HGF activity has attracted growing attention as an indicator of economic dynamism (Kim, J. Daniel et al.,  2024; 
Decker, Ryan A. et al.,  2020).

I.
Decline in 
High-Growth Firm 
Activity

*	 �Summarized and adapted from Kim, Minho, “High-Growth Firms as Catalysts for Sectoral Productivity Growth: 
Weakening Business Dynamism and Its Implications for the Korean Economy,” The Korean Journal of Economic 
Studies,  73(2), 2025 (in Korean); Kim, Minho, “A Study on Policy Directions for Improving Scale-up Support for 
Innovative Firms.” in Kim, Minho and Sunghoon Chung (eds.), Fostering Innovative Firms and Scaling Up: Strategies 
for Creating New Growth Engines for the Korean Economy,  Research Monograph 2024-05. Korea Development 
Institute, 2024 (in Korean);  and Kim, Minho, National Champions and Industrial Policy: An Examination of the 
Effectiveness of Picking Winners Strategy in Industrial Policy, Policy Study 2023-10, Korea Development Institute, 
2023 (in Korean). 

The core of an economic 
growth strategy lies in 
firm growth, yet business 
dynamism in Korea has 
weakened markedly.

While HGFs are key 
drivers of growth and job 
creation, their share
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roughly 50% of total annual revenue growth and 38% of job creation 
across the Korean economy, underscoring their outsized economic 
contribution.2)3) Starting from a small base, these firms expand rapidly 
and catalyze dynamism across the broader economy. A notable 
finding is the presence of a distinct growth stagnation phase in the 
firm lifecycle. Breaking down the data by firm age reveals that the 
erosion of dynamism is more pronounced among mid-stage firms 
(8-19 years)—the cohort that should be entering a full-scale growth 
trajectory—than among young firms (0-7 years) (Figure 1). The share 
of HGFs among mid-stage firms fell sharply from an average of 14.4% 
in 2009-11 to 7.8% in 2020-22. The implication is that firms are either 
failing to build the necessary capabilities to transition from start-up 
to scale-up, or those entering maturity are not adapting effectively to 
global competition and rapid technological change.

2009~11 2014~16 2020~22
Young

(0~7 years)

15

10

5

0
2009~11 2014~16 2020~22

Mid-stage
(8~19 years)

2009~11 2014~16 2020~22
Mature

(20+ years)

(%)

Figure 1. Trends in the Share of High-Growth Firms by Firm Age

Note: �Shares of HGFs (defined as firms with average annual revenue growth of 20% or more over the past three years) by firm 
age group.

Source: �Author’s calculations using Statistics Korea’s Survey of Business Activities (2006~22).

2)	 �This definition is used by major institutions such as the OECD and Eurostat. While the 20% threshold is admittedly 
somewhat arbitrary, it provides a consistent benchmark for comparing and evaluating HGF activity across periods 
and industrial contexts. A three-year horizon is adopted to assess growth trends over a period extending beyond a 
year, reducing the influence of year-to-year fluctuations and providing a more reliable measure of firm growth.

3)	 �The Survey of Business Activities is a census covering firms with capital of 300 million won or more and at least 50 
regular employees. Certain services firms with capital of 1 billion won or more are included even if they have fewer 
than 50 regular employees. A comparison of total revenue for surveyed firms with output in the Bank of Korea’s 
Input-Output Tables (2020 benchmark, producer prices) indicates coverage of 81% in manufacturing and 49% in 
services, representing a substantial share of the economy.

in the Korean economy 
is declining, with scale-

up firms showing a sharp 
contraction in activity.
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Reviving dynamism in the Korean economy requires an environment 
in which high-potential firms can successfully scale up into HGFs. 
Achieving this means both identifying the drivers of firm growth and 
realigning the policy support framework. This study takes up both 
tasks: it examines the role and growth drivers of scale-up firms and 
sets out practical policy measures spanning the full cycle of scale-up 
policy design, implementation, and evaluation.

Before turning to scale-up support policies, it is worth examining how 
HGF activity relates to aggregate productivity across the economy. 
From a resource allocation perspective, aggregate productivity 
tends to improve when more productive firms scale up and draw a 
greater share of resources (labor and capital). The expansion of HGFs, 
however, may yield varying outcomes depending on intra-industry 
competition structures and how competing firms respond. This section 
employs industry-level panel regressions to assess the statistical 
associations—not causal—between the share of HGFs and aggregate 
productivity growth.  
To this end, aggregate industry productivity is defined by aggregating 
firm-level productivity within each industry. Employing a dynamic 
Olley-Pakes productivity decomposition, aggregate productivity 
growth is decomposed into four components: changes in average 
firm productivity, changes in within-industry allocative efficiency, 
entry effects, and exit effects. Changes in average firm productivity 
capture how the average productivity of surviving firms evolves over 
time. Changes in within-industry allocative efficiency reflect the 
extent to which industry productivity improves as production factors 
are reallocated toward more productive firms. Entry and exit effects 
measure the respective contributions of new entrants and exiting 
firms to changes in average industry productivity. Aggregate industry 
productivity growth is further decomposed by distinguishing HGFs 
from non-HGFs, enabling an assessment of changes in between-group 
allocative efficiency. Finally, each component is used as a dependent 
variable to estimate how two indicators of HGF activity—(1) HGF 
revenue share and (2) HGF share by firm count—are associated with 
aggregate industry productivity growth.4)

4)	 �The analysis employs a fixed-effects panel regression at the industry level, controlling for industry and year fixed 
effects. For further methodological details, see Kim (2025).

Ⅱ.
HGF Activity 
and Industry 
Productivity 
Growth

Turning the 
government’s growth 
strategy into concrete 
action is emerging as a 
key priority.
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A 1%p increase in the revenue share of HGFs within an industry 
is associated with approximately a 1%p increase in aggregate 
industry productivity growth.5) This relationship can be attributed 
to the combined contribution of (i) improvements in average firm 
productivity (0.5%p) and (ii) gains in within-industry allocative 
efficiency (0.6%p) (Table 1, columns (1)-(5)). As resources are 
increasingly channeled toward the relatively more productive group 
of HGFs, a statistically significant association is also observed with 
improvements in between-group allocative efficiency (Table 1, column 
(6)). 

Table 1. Effects of HGF Activity on Industrial Productivity Growth
Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Dependent

Explanatory

Aggregate  
productivity 

growth

Average
firm  

productivity 
growth

Within-
industry 
resource 
allocative 
efficiency

Entry 
effect

Exit 
effect

 Between-
group 

resource 
allocative 
efficiency

Average 
productivity 

growth of 
non-HGFs

(1) HGF
revenue share

1.008***
(0.351)

0.510***
(0.078)

0.627*
(0.328)

-0.109**
(0.042)

-0.02
(0.024)

0.48**
(0.178)

0.530*
(0.276)

Within
R-squared 0.232 0.307 0.126 0.056 0.063 0.075 0.177

(2) HGF share 
by firm count

1.163*
(0.591)

1.593***
(0.254)

-0.225
(0.484)

-0.105
(0.077)

-0.099
(0.063)

0.217
(0.420)

1.270***
(0.298)

Within R-squared 0.151 0.369 0.071 0.032 0.068 0.053 0.183

Number of 
observations 532 532 532 532 532 532 532

Note:  1) Figures in parentheses are robust standard errors. Industry and year fixed effects are controlled. �
2) *, **, and *** indicate statistical significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1% levels, respectively.

Source:  Author’s calculations using Statistics Korea’s Survey of Business Activities (2006~22).

To examine the relationship between HGF activity and non-HGF 
productivity, the analysis restricts the sample to non-HGFs and finds 
that industries with a higher HGF share tend to exhibit higher average 
productivity growth among them as well (Table 1, column (7)).
Meanwhile, the correlation between the HGF share by firm count 
and aggregate industry productivity growth is estimated to be even 
stronger, with a higher HGF share associated with faster growth in 
average industry productivity. 

5)	 �Kim (2025) also presents results using the share of young firms (aged 7 years or less) within each industry and 
finds no statistically significant effect on industry productivity growth.

A higher share of HGFs 
within an industry 
is positively and 
significantly associated 
with aggregate 
productivity growth, 
accompanied by 
improvements in average 
firm productivity and 
allocative efficiency.
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Taken together, the share of HGFs within an industry is positively and 
significantly associated with aggregate industry productivity growth—
an association that is observed alongside improvements in average 
firm productivity and gains in allocative efficiency. These findings 
underscore the potential for HGFs to drive industry-level productivity. 
They also underscore the need to examine whether the recent decline 
in the HGF share is associated with a weakening of productivity-

enhancing mechanisms, including changes in average industry 
productivity and improvements in allocative efficiency.

The entry and expansion of firms with exceptional growth potential 
are central to both economic growth and productivity gains at the 
industry level. Their declining share makes it a priority for both 
policymakers and firms to understand what propels these firms to 
scale, and to design effective strategies and support instruments 
accordingly.
To identify the factors influencing the probability of a firm transitioning 
into an HGF, this section uses panel logit regression analysis. The 
dependent variable is a binary indicator of whether a firm qualifies as 
an HGF three years later, while explanatory variables include firm size 
and age, along with indicators capturing productivity, innovation, and 
investment activity.6)

The empirical results indicate that, in manufacturing, the probability 
of achieving high growth is closely linked to productivity gains 
and engagement in innovation- and knowledge-driven activities. 
Specifically, higher growth rates in both total factor productivity (TFP) 
and employment, investment in intangible assets and R&D, and patent 
holdings all significantly raise the likelihood of high-growth transitions. 
Active export engagement and AI adoption are also positively associated 
with high-growth outcomes. Figure 2 presents these factors and shows 
how the high-growth probability changes with a one-unit increase in 
each, assuming a baseline of 10%. For instance, a firm with a baseline 
high-growth probability of 10% that records a 1%p increase in its TFP 
growth rate would see that probability rise by approximately 4%p, to 
14%.  

6)	 �To mitigate omitted variable bias, the model includes revenue growth, employment growth, and tangible asset 
growth as explanatory variables given their close correlation with productivity growth, while controlling for 
industry and year fixed effects.

Ⅲ.
Drivers of 
High Growth

Given the recent 
decline in HGF activity, 
the potential link 
to the slowdown in 
industry productivity 
growth warrants close 
examination.

Effective scale-up policy 
requires a solid grasp 
of what drives firms to 
achieve high growth.
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R&D investment per worker also has a statistically significant positive 
effect, but its magnitude is relatively modest (0.4%p). This should not 
be read as diminishing the value of R&D investment. Rather, R&D is 
best understood as a more readily actionable policy lever than TFP 
improvement, and its contribution to high-growth transition may be 
greater when combined with complementary factors such as workforce 
and organizational capabilities, export and market expansion, and AI 
adoption. 
The service sector, however, exhibits a distinct set of growth drivers. 
Alongside employment expansion, greater intangible assets per 
worker, and the ownership of design and trademark rights significantly 
raise the probability of high growth. This suggests that in services, 
beyond product and process innovation, intangible assets such as 
brand strength, design capability, and customer experience play a 
major role in market expansion and demand creation. These results do 
not imply that productivity is of lesser importance in the service sector. 
The AI adoption variable was only added to surveys in 2017, which 
limits the sample period. Utilizing data from 2006, after excluding this 
variable, TFP also emerges as a key determinant of high growth in 
the service sector. In other words, productivity and intangible assets 
likely operate as complements rather than substitutes—suggesting a 
structure in which productivity improvement lays the foundation for 
firm growth, while intangible assets support high-growth transitions 
through market differentiation and expansion.
The broader policy implication is that growth support policies should 
reflect industry-specific characteristics. In manufacturing, strengthening 
innovation capabilities, including technological development, process 
improvements, R&D, and investment in intangible assets, is highly likely 
to translate into high growth. Policy instruments that promote the 
accumulation of technology and knowledge can therefore be relatively 
effective. In the services sector, by comparison, high growth is more 
strongly linked to intangible assets geared toward market expansion, 
such as brand development, customer experience enhancement, and 
design and marketing capabilities. Policy should also move beyond a 
single, R&D-centric instrument to adopt integrated support packages 
tailored to firm- and industry-level characteristics.

Productivity 
improvement is a key 
driver of high growth, 
but the factors at work 
differ across industries. 
Reliance on a single 
instrument such as 
R&D support risks 
limiting overall policy 
effectiveness.
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(A) Manufacturing

(B) Services

10.0%

+9.3%p(19.3%)

+7.9%p(17.9%)

+6.7%p(16.7%)

+4.0%p(14.0%)

+3.6%p(13.6%)

+2.6%p(12.6%)

+0.7%p(10.7%)

+0.4%p(10.4%)

+0.3%p(10.3%)

5.0% 15.0% 20.0%

AI adoption

Export intensity

Employment growth rate

TFP growth rate

Tangible assets per worker
Patents and utility models

per worker
Intangible assets per worker

R&D Investment per worker
Advertising expenses

per worker

+4.8%p(14.8%)

+2.3%p(12.3%)

+1.0%p(11.0%)

20.0%10.0%5.0% 15.0%

Employment growth rate
Designs and trademark

per worker
Intangible assets per worker

Figure 2. Key Factors Increasing the Probability of HighGrowth and Their Effects

Note: �Illustrates the resulting high-growth probability when a given explanatory variable increases by one unit, assuming a 
baseline high-growth probability of 10%. Variables that are not statistically significant at the 10% level are excluded.

Source: �Author’s calculations based on data from Statistics Korea’s Survey of Business Activities (2006~22)

The current support framework, however, does not fully incorporate 
these key growth drivers, particularly productivity improvement. Because 
capital injection alone is insufficient to systematically strengthen firm 
productivity and capabilities, policy support needs to shift toward a 
performance-oriented framework. To achieve this, support programs 
should be designed to generate measurable outcomes across the key 
growth drivers—productivity improvement, innovation outcomes 
(patents and intangible assets), and export and market expansion—and 
create stronger incentives for firms to invest in these areas.

Scale-up firms contribute substantially to economic growth, job 
creation, and aggregate industry productivity—making a stronger 
support framework a central priority in overcoming low growth. What 
matters most, however, is not creating more programs. The real gains 
in policy effectiveness lie in improving how existing initiatives are 
combined and deployed.

Ⅳ.
Policy Directions 
for Strengthening 
Scale-up Support
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1. �Innovating the Support System: A One-stop Diagnostic 
Framework for Rapid Delivery through Policy Packaging 
and Private-sector Engagement

Rather than relying on fixed criteria or instruments such as firm age 
or R&D, growth support policy should shift toward a framework that 
identifies firm-specific growth bottlenecks and combines existing 
policy instruments into the most effective mix. Given that HGFs appear 
in relatively high proportions not only among young firms but also 
among mid-stage firms (8-19 years), confining support primarily to 
young firms may limit overall effectiveness.
This proposal does not aim to create new programs tailored to 
individual growth factors. Instead, it establishes an operational 
framework that, before firms search for and apply to individual 
programs (e.g., R&D, international expansion, workforce development, 
or data and AI), first designs the most effective combination of existing 
policy instruments and then coordinates their rapid delivery across 
government agencies. In short, the goal is to reframe program-by-

program support with a one-stop integrated package model. 
Operationally, the government should standardize a single-application, 
single-diagnostic, multiple-instrument framework. A firm simply 
submits one application and undergoes a diagnostic assessment. 
The government then uses the findings to identify the firm’s specific 
growth bottlenecks—such as productivity, workforce, intangible assets, 
overseas market access, financing, and digital transformation—and 
packages existing support programs into an optimal combination.

The model operates in three stages: 

(1) �One-stop diagnostics: Firm-specific growth bottlenecks are 
identified by combining quantitative data (financials, growth, 
productivity, exports, workforce, intangible assets, and digital 
adoption) with management interviews and on-site assessments.

(2) �Policy package design: Existing support instruments—including 
R&D, process and service upgrades, international expansion, 
workforce and organizational capabilities, intangible assets 
(branding, design, and trademarks), AI and data transformation, 
and financing (guarantees, loans, and investment linkages)—are 
assembled into an optimal firm-specific combination.

(3) �Execution through private-sector engagement: Firms are matched 
with private-sector service providers, with follow-up support 
delivered in stages upon meeting predefined performance milestones. 

The system should shift 
to a one-stop model 
that identifies growth 
bottlenecks before firms 
apply for individual 
programs and rapidly 
designs, integrates, 
and delivers the most 
effective combination 
of existing policy 
instruments and private-
sector services.
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The diagnostic rests on two core components. The first distinguishes 
between constraints that firms are already aware of (funding shortfalls 
and labor shortages) and latent organizational bottlenecks not yet 
recognized (productivity stagnation, underutilized intangible assets, 
and delayed digital transformation). Identifying the unrecognized 
requires benchmarking quantitative data on financials, growth, exports, 
and workforce against peer firms, supplemented by management 
interviews and on-site assessments to surface capability gaps that 
observable metrics alone cannot capture. The second elevates the 
diagnosis beyond a list of deficiencies to present a visible growth 
trajectory, illustrating how revenue, exports, and productivity are likely to 
improve as specific bottlenecks are addressed. Making the link between 
bottleneck resolution and scale-up clear is essential for securing firm 
buy-in and guiding the design of subsequent policy packages.
Private-sector engagement should not rely on upfront government 
funding. In principle, firms engage private-sector service providers 
on their own initiative based on their diagnostic results. Direct public 
support, such as vouchers or matching schemes, is warranted only 
where market failures (information asymmetries, high initial fixed 
costs, or externalities) prevent independent access, or where urgent 
intervention is required.
Firm-level support should be differentiated by execution speed and 
urgency. Firms whose outcomes are time-sensitive, such as export 
contracts, certifications, or delivery deadlines, should be placed on 
the Fast Track, with simplified procedures and prioritized access to 
immediately deployable private-sector services (overseas regulatory 
compliance and certification, logistics and customs clearance, local 
partner matching, and short-term workforce placement). Conversely, 
firms requiring mid- to long-term improvements in productivity or 
organizational capabilities are better served by the Program Track, 
where public and private support are combined in stages based on 
predefined milestones.
To guard against moral hazard and service quality deterioration 
in private-sector engagement, providers should operate within a 
management framework that enables registration, performance 
evaluation, and delisting. This framework should institutionalize 
the following: (i) standardized contracts with clearly specified key 
performance indicators (KPIs); (ii) performance-linked compensation 
(partial deferral and outcome-based payments); (iii) multidimensional 
evaluation incorporating firm satisfaction, reengagement rates, and 

Private-sector 
engagement should be 
voluntary by default. 
Direct public support 
through vouchers or 
performance-linked 
mechanisms is warranted 
only in cases of market 
failures or urgent needs, 
with provider evaluation 
in place to control quality 
and guard against moral 
hazard.

Firms with urgent 
growth bottlenecks 
should be placed on 
the Fast Track, with 
simplified procedures 
and prioritized access to 
private-sector services. 
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performance achievement; and (iv) penalty mechanisms (registration 
restrictions and delisting) for underperforming providers. Voucher 
disbursements should follow phased, performance-contingent payments 
rather than a full upfront settlement, preventing cost pass-through and 
superficial service delivery.
Operationalizing a one-stop support system requires a central entity to 
coordinate and manage programs across ministries. One approach worth 
considering is assigning this overarching coordination role to the Ministry 
of SMEs and Startups (MSS). As the lead ministry for small and medium-

sized enterprises (SMEs) and scale-up policy, the MSS has direct 
engagement with firms and extensive operational experience, making it 
a natural hub for diagnostics, policy package design, and post-support 
management. Firm-level diagnostics, package design, and delivery 
could be entrusted to specialized agencies such as the Korea SMEs 
and Startups Agency (KOSME). The role of driving cross-government 
coordination through fiscal incentives and governance mechanisms 
could, for example, fall to the Ministry of Finance and Economy (MOFE). 
The responsible ministry would be tasked with classifying scale-

up programs, standardizing common KPIs, streamlining overlapping 
initiatives, introducing performance-based budget allocation, and 
building the data infrastructure needed to make a single-application, 
multiministerial system function in practice.
With the one-stop system in place, firms are relieved of the burden of 
searching for individual support programs, while the government is 
equipped to operate an integrated single-application, multiministerial 
linkage system that prevents duplicate applications across ministries 
and local governments. This approach is effective in that it (i) reduces 
fragmentation and overlap across support instruments, (ii) lowers 
search and application costs for firms, and (iii) allows policy resources 
to be more effectively directed toward actual growth bottlenecks. 
Publicly disclosing standardized diagnostic and performance evaluation 
frameworks would also foster competitive pressure around quality 
and specialization among private service providers, supporting the 
development of a more robust market for corporate support services. 
Furthermore, this transition would help address the current 
concentration of scale-up support on R&D. As the analysis in Section 
III shows, per-worker R&D expenditure is not consistently associated 
with high growth in the service sector, and an R&D-slanted structure 
risks concentrating support in a narrow set of technology-intensive 
industries. A one-stop integrated package model would enable the 
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support framework to evolve into a relationship-oriented support 
model that aligns resources and expertise with the diverse growth 
constraints firms face, including productivity improvement, investment 
in intangible assets, and foreign market access. Scale-up support 
in many advanced economies is built around specialized advisory 
services and network-based engagements.7) In Korea, building on the 
bespoke model proposed by Kim (2023), the MSS has introduced the 
Jump-Up Program to support high-potential SMEs in their transition 
to mid-sized enterprises. The core of this proposal, however, goes 
beyond individual programs. It calls for overhauling the very way 
policy operates into a one-stop integrated framework.

2. �Clarifying Scale-up Support Policies and Strengthening 
the Performance Management Framework

Scale-up support programs should be evaluated in terms of tangible 
improvements in firm capabilities, such as productivity growth, while 
strengthening the link between policy inputs and outcomes. To this 
end, the government should define and classify programs with explicit 
scale-up objectives, bring them under integrated management, 
consolidate performance data at the program level, and reflect the 
results in subsequent budget allocations.8) 
As is currently the case, without a dedicated management framework 
for scale-up programs, overlap and fragmentation across similar 
initiatives will accumulate, raising search and application costs for 
firms. To identify scale-up support programs, <Appendix Table 1>9) 
lists relevant programs based on information from the MSS “2023 
SIMS DB Project Management Status” and program announcements 
from relevant ministries, including program names, objectives, target 
groups, and performance indicators. In 2023, a total of 8,131 supports 
were provided through those scale-up  programs, with a combined 
budget of approximately 981.1 billion won. They are predominantly 
structured around selecting around 100 firms and providing support 
primarily in the form of R&D funding.10) To address the existing 
inefficiencies, the integrated management of scale-up programs 

7)	 See Kim (2023; 2024).

8)	 �As of 2024, total fiscal support for SME programs amounted to 34.5 trillion won. These resources are dispersed 
across 1,761 individual projects, most of which operate at small program scales with limited efficiency in many 
cases.

9)	 �Focused on projects implemented by central government ministries in 2024. Classifications were based on scale-
up-related keywords such as “growth,” “leading,” “promising,” “global competency,” and “unicorn”; however, 
some projects not registered in the SIMS DB may have been omitted.

10)	 See Kim (2024). 

The government 
should streamline 
and integrate the 
management of scale-up 
support programs and 
establish a performance 
management framework 
linked to tangible firm 
growth and capability 
development.
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should prioritize three objectives: (i) consolidating overlapping and 
duplicative initiatives, (ii) adopting common KPIs, and (iii) unifying 
data across application, evaluation, and post-support management 
processes.
The analysis of high-growth determinants suggests that activities 
related to knowledge capital—productivity improvement, human 
capital acquisition, and investment in intangible assets—are key 
drivers. Instead of focusing narrowly on the number of supported 
firms or total funding disbursed, performance indicators should 
incorporate both growth indicators (revenue, employment, export, 
and investment) and capability metrics (productivity gains, intangible 
assets accumulation, data and AI adoption, key talent retention and 
turnover, and new market entry). Since average metrics are highly 
susceptible to distortion by the exceptional performance of a small 
number of firms, supplementary effectiveness measures, such as 
the share of supported firms exceeding the industry-average growth 
rate, should be introduced for more accurate monitoring across all 
supported firms.
Clearly distinguishing scale-up programs from the broader terrain of 
firm support initiatives and structuring performance indicators around 
growth and capability metrics is the necessary first step toward 
filtering out low-impact programs and directing resources toward 
firms that generate genuine growth. 



Re
bu

ild
in

g 
Sc

al
e-

up
 S

up
po

rt
 P

ol
ic

ie
s:

 T
ow

ar
d 

an
 In

te
gr

at
ed

 F
ra

m
ew

or
k

14

Using data from Statistics Korea’s Survey of Business Activities , 
firms are classified by their average annual revenue growth over the 
past three years. The results show that, in both manufacturing and 
services, the share of firms experiencing negative growth (below 0%) 
has increased, while the share achieving growth of 10% or more has 
declined (Appendix Figure 1). The share of HGFs (growth exceeding 
20%) fell sharply from 2009 to 2020 and, despite a partial recovery in 
2022, remains well below its 2009 level. 

2008 2008

60

40

20

0

2010 20102012 20122014 20142016 20162018 20182020 20202022 2022

Manufacturing Services 

Below 10% 0~3% 10~20% 20% or more3~10%

(%)

Appendix Figure 1. Trends in the Share of Firms by Revenue Growth Rate Category

Note: �Firms are categorized by their average annual revenue growth rate over the past three years—below 0%, 0–3%, 3–10%, 
10–20%, and 20% or more—showing the relative share of each group over time.

Source: �Author’s calculations using Statistics Korea’s Survey of Business Activities (2006~22).
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Appendix Table 1. Scale-up Support Programs by Ministry

Responsible 
Ministry Project Name

Funding
(100 

million 
won)

Number of 
Supported 

Cases

Average 
Funding

(100 
million 
won)

Ministry of 
SMEs and 
Startups　

SME Technology Innovation Development, Technology 
Commercialization Capacity Building, Tech Incubator 
Program for Startups (TIPS), Stepping Stone, Startup 
Leap Package, Global Hidden Champions, Regional Star 
Enterprise Development+, Baby Unicorn 200, Green New 
Deal Promising Enterprise 100, Growth Support for Green 
Innovation Enterprises  

8,807 7,585 1.2

 Ministry of 
Science and 

ICT

Intensive Development for Promising Enterprises with 
AI-Based Security Technology, Intensive Development 
for AI Semiconductor Innovative Enterprises, Support 
for Innovation-driven Growth in the Research Industry, 
Converged Metaverse Services, SW High Growth Club

438 196 2.2

Ministry 
of Trade, 

Industry and 
Resources

Carbon Innovation Stars Project, Energy Venture 
Innovation and Growth, Technology Development 
Support for Global Star Fabless 30, Global K-Fabless 
Technology Development for Strategic Products, 
Global Leap Initiative: Technology Development for 
Mid-sized Enterprises

327 107 3.1

Ministry 
of Culture, 
Sports and 

Tourism 

Leading Tourism Enterprise Support, Tourism Plus TIPS, 
Accelerator-linked Tourism Enterprise Development 
Support, Global Growth Support for Leading Tourism 
Enterprises.

121 108 1.1

Ministry of 
Oceans and 

Fisheries
Tech Startup Scale-up, Promising Tech Scale-up 99 82 1.2

Financial 
Services 

Commission
Fintech Enterprise Development Support 19 53 0.4

Total 9,808 8,131 1.2

Source:  Ministry of SMEs and Startups, 2023 SIMS DB Project Management Status.
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