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uawei (pronounced “Wah-Wey”) is 

the world’s second-largest manufac-

turer of telecommunications equip-

ment. The Chinese company might not yet be 

a household name in the UK like a Nokia or 

Motorola (hence the advice on pronunciation) 

but, supposedly, whether they know it or not, 

over a third of the global population uses a 

piece of Huawei kit.

Already established in the Chinese market, 

the company is now looking to establish its 

brand in Europe. At the same time as explor-

ing new territories, the company is poised to 

add a business-to-consumer operation to its 

business-to-business core. Huawei has already 

designed and manufactured mobile handsets 

on behalf of T-Mobile (Pulse) and Vodafone 

(Smart), but is now in the process of launch-

ing its own-brand devices, Blaze (an entry-

level smart phone) and the higher-end Vision, 

on the UK high street.

Hagen Fendler, chief design director of 

handsets, is the man responsible for oversee-

ing the development of Huawei consumer 

devices. Recently, newdesign spoke to 

Fendler to learn about his approach to design 

management and the symbiotic relationship 

between brand identity and industrial design. 

He offered a fascinating insight into the role 

that design plays in establishing a brand pres-

ence in this most competitive and lucrative 

market. 

newdesign: Hagen, could you tell us a little 

about your background in design?

Hagen Fendler: I studied in France, Germany 

and Britain before working for different agen-

cies in Germany and the Netherlands.

One of the most significant posts during 

my career was as head of project concepts at 

Siemens where I was responsible for devel-

oping future consumer scenarios based on a 

global trends network: I was looking at not 

only what was technically feasible, but also 

shifting consumer needs and behaviour.

I moved to China as design director of 

Huawei devices in 2010 and am now respon-

sible for the company’s global design team; 

we have major divisions in China, the US, 

Japan and Sweden.

ND: What does your current role at Huawei 

entail?

HF: Last year I developed the global design 

strategy for Huawei handsets - this is cen-

tralised and I think that is very important. 

Currently, we are undergoing the shift from a 

business-to-business to business-to-consumer 

model; we are, in effect, inventing our own 

brand, so it is very important to be consis-

tent.

This design strategy then needs to be 

adapted to regional markets, so we have our 

localised research teams. The global design 

strategy is influenced by regional research. 

It is important to have a very clear position 

when it comes to the strategy in a global 

scale. It is a key part of my job to ensure that 

our teams across the worlds are working in 

synch towards the same goals. 

ND: How would you describe Huawei’s 

design strategy?

HF: Within our strategy we follow a basic 

philosophy of how we design products. Our 

core design value is that a product should be 

contemporary, pure, and emotionally engag-

ing. Purity means a design that is approach-

able and easy to understand, more than just 

simplicity. In terms of emotional engagement, 

consumers are not only attracted by the spec 

of a product; in this broad market most con-

sumers are attracted by physical appearance 

first, and then by the usability of the device. 

We want to keep purity and emotional 

engagement as fundamental design values and 

develop our contemporary aspect. The goal is 

to become an iconic manufacturer.

ND: Yes, but how exactly do you go about 

designing ‘iconic’? Are smartphone devel-

opers all chasing Apple and Jonny Ive in 

this respect?

HF: It starts with research - understanding 

consumer behaviours and technology trends 

- and trying to find solutions where you can 

combine cutting-edge technology with a 

design approach that resonates with consum-

ers.

Iconic design appears somehow - to an 

extent it is a mystery, it is constructed by 

consumers. We, as a design department, can 

identify a design direction which is somehow 

unique for our brand, that is understandable 

to consumers but not comparable with our 

competitors.
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ND: So how do you differentiate Huawei 

devices from rival brands? 

HF: In the future, you will have at the point 

of sale essentially screen-based devices. 

Imagine 200 black square devices on the 

shelf - how do you make your product stand 

out? It’s a good question.

We work around a three-step approach 

within our development which we call fas-

cinate, persuade, convince. We only have 

a specific time to communicate with the 

consumer at the point of sale. On first seeing 

the product the brain tells the hand to reach 

out - a reflex that is driven by the device’s 

basic shape (fascinate). Then we have five to 

15 seconds in which we must persuade the 

consumer: he or she begins to understand 

the structure, the weight and the feel of the 

product. After this stage, we have two further 

minutes in which we must convince the con-

sumer with the details and specifics of the 

product.

ND: Moving from business devices into 

the consumer sector must have presented 

a big challenge?

HF: It is certainly a big change for Huawei, 

but it is also a very important change that 

offers us the opportunity to develop our own 

products and switch from massive growth to 

quality growth.

ND: So do you see design identity and 

brand identity as going hand-in-hand?

HF: I’d like to probe this idea in a little more 
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detail if I could. From my academic career 

looking at brand identity I believe that brand 

is not just a sticker on a product - brand is 

a rumour, a promise, a figment of the con-

sumer’s imagination. Brand appears through 

the retrospective view of consumers; as such, 

brand needs history - product design is a tool 

to construct that history.

A brand is not tangible - it is just a neuro-

logical phenomenon - but products are tan-

gible. If you address the right values through 

product design, you will trigger the right imag-

ination for the brand in the consumer’s brain.

What matters is that the consumer has a 

positive image of the new brand in his mind. 

Everything we do in design will be reflected 

in the brand’s personality and be part of the 

brand’s history.

ND: What role do you have in designing 

the user interface and software for the 

devices?

HF: Software is clearly of utmost importance. 

What happens within the black screen is so 

important for consumers. In our design centre 

we have more than 300 people - industrial 

designers, interface designers, graphic and 

communication designers - I feel this reflects 

our ambition to create a total user experience 

for our customers.

ND: Looking to the future, how do you see 

the Huawei brand developing?

HF: If I am forced to predict the market, I 

think Huawei is putting everything together to 

build a brand. Certainly there will be different 

areas globally where the brand will perform 

differently. In China and Asia overall we have 

large growing rates - in Europe the market 

is more saturated, but I am optimistic that 

Huawei can catch up with competitors earlier 

than we might expect.

Twenty years ago brands like Sony were 

not performing brilliantly in Europe - now 

they are very strong. The potential Huawei 

has to perform in this market is obvious. ❙

What matters is that the 
consumer has a positive image 
of the new brand in his mind


