
T he most iconic photo submitted to 
Chinese cellphone maker OnePlus’s 
recent contest was a girl holding both 

of her hands up, middle fingers extended. 
One hand had the OnePlus logo written on it 
in black ink and the other hand said, “Don’t 
be sexist!” The headline read “OnePlus asks 
women to participate in degrading contest to 
get a smartphone.” 

The campaign was not a success.
Maybe it had seemed like a good idea at 

the time? The cellphone company had been 
able to generate much excitement about its 
upcoming ‘One’ smartphone, which was re-
ceiving rave reviews online. “A tiny Chinese 
startup has made my favorite new smart-
phone of the year” gushed a Business Insider 
headline. The phone featured top-of-the-line 
hardware, sleek looks and a mind-blowing 
low price.

Seeking to capitalize on the buzz, 
OnePlus launched a campaign this August 
entitled ‘Ladies First.’ The company invited 
women to submit photos of their bodies with 
the OnePlus logo written on their “hand/
face/wherever” — but did include the admo-
nition, “Ladies, no nudity please” — promis-
ing that whoever received the most ‘likes’ 

online would win an invitation to buy the 
new phone — they still had to pay, mind you 
— and a t-shirt. Accusations of sexism en-
sued, and the company pulled the competi-
tion and issued a hasty apology, calling their 
campaign “a misguided effort.”

PR disasters have become commonplace 
in the world of Chinese cellphone manufac-
turers. Xiaomi, the country’s most popular 
homegrown phone company, continually 
takes one step forward and two steps back in 
attempts to distance itself from, as The New 
York Times put it in a headline last June, “ap-
ing Apple.” 

Xiaomi CEO Lei Jun, in turn, has repeat-
edly said that he is tired of the constant com-

parisons to Apple, and Hugo Barra, the Vice 
President of Xiaomi Global, has called such 
claims “sensational.” Xiaomi’s software, after 
all, is significantly different from Apple’s, and 
the company has produced several products, 
like a TV, that have no equivalent in Apple’s 
catalog.

Nevertheless, just this summer the 
company was caught using an Apple stock 
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image in an official Xiaomi advertisement, 
literally copying-and-pasting one of Apple’s 
icons (Barra later called the incident, “some-
one’s stupid mistake). Anyone familiar with 
Apple products would easily see parallels in 
Xiaomi’s designs (see right), and the com-
pany’s use of Apple taglines in official pres-
entations isn’t exactly helping. (Also, one can 
simply drop the letter “M” from the Mi Pad or 
Mi phone.)

While PR may not be their strong suit, 
companies like Xiaomi and OnePlus do excel 
where it counts: making and selling phones. 
This August, Xiaomi passed Samsung to 
become the most-sold cellphone brand in 
the country, despite the company being just 
barely four years-old. OnePlus’s One receives 
reviews that border on disbelief (“It doesn’t 
make sense that the OnePlus One should be 
this inexpensive,” raves Engadget).

“Innovation is improving and catering 
to market demands, and that’s what Chinese 
firms are great at. It’s not invention, it’s in-
novation,” explains Shaun Rein, author of the 
upcoming book The End of Copycat China. 
“Even Steve Jobs didn’t invent anything, re-
ally. He didn’t invent the mobile phone, mp3 
players or computers, he just improved what 
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was already on the market.”
Chinese cellphone companies have be-

come exceptionally adept at innovating new 
ways of selling phones. Both Xiaomi and 
OnePlus are conspicuously absent in real-
world stores, preferring to save on overhead 
and sell all of their products through online 
raffles. These have become wildly successful, 
with Xiaomi selling 100,000 phones in just 90 
seconds last summer.

The companies also sell their devices 
at staggeringly low prices, undercutting the 
competition. “They [Xiaomi] sell pretty much 
at cost, and then make money afterwards sell-
ing services and apps,” Rein says. Xiaomi is 
able to sell their phones at virtually no profit, 
and then pull in money from sales in phone 
accessories and — most importantly — a 
share of all of the transactions conducted 
usings its software services. Samsung’s com-
petitor to the Xiaomi Mi4 costs more than 
twice as much.

“People are being choosy, showing very 
little loyalty to Samsung — and why should 

they?” TechInAsia’s Steven Millward tells 
That’s Shanghai. “Local phone makers like 
Xiaomi, Huawei, ZTE, Coolpad, Lenovo, 
Meizu, Oppo and OnePlus are finding it 
relatively easy to woo people away from 
Samsung with their much lower price-
points.” 

It has proved easy for Chinese brands to 
take control over the budget phone market, 
but the gold standard is the iPhone, and 
it’s proving difficult to unseat Apple at the 
top. When the iPhone 5 came to China, it 
sold more than two million units in the first 
three days. When the even more expensive 
iPhone 5s was released in the Mainland last 
September, Apple’s online store sold out 
within minutes.

Apple has a stellar reputation in China, 
and brand loyalty is strong, but feelings can 
change quickly. The internet seethed with 
desperate anger last month when Apple — 
after initially advertising that the Mainland 
would be included in the iPhone 6 release 
— cancelled the Chinese launch of their new 
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phone at the last moment. 
Last year’s iPhone 5 was released simul-

taneously in the USA and in China, and many 
had expected the same pattern this year. 
Following Apple’s announcement, Internet 
users condemned the company as “ungrate-
ful” and “traitors” who had insulted the 
country.

“They [Apple] are shooting themselves in 
the foot,” says Rein, talking about the iPhone 
6 launch. “China is their fastest growing mar-
ket and second largest market overall, [but 
current CEO Tim] Cook is following Steve 
Jobs in marking it an America-centric com-
pany.” Apple’s stock price fell nearly 3% after 
it announced the delay.

At first, it was unclear what caused the 
delay, and rumors seared through the inter-
net at a pace normally reserved for photos 
of cats. Some said that Apple failed to obtain 
a permit from China’s Ministry for Industry 
and Information Technology, while others 
maintained that the delay was intentional 
on Apple’s part, and was meant to punish 
Chinese companies who leaked images of the 
iPhone 6 before launch. 

The former now seems most likely; 
Xinhua News reported that, although the 
iPhone 6 received approval for use on China’s 
cellular networks, it failed to obtain an ad-
ditional permit needed for sale within the 

country. Some speculate that Mainland con-
sumers may have to wait until 2015 before 
they can get their hands on Apple’s latest 
creation.

The delay has given some Chinese cell-
phone users a new perspective. When Apple 
first made its announcement, Weibo lit up 
with calls to boycott Apple products and buy 
domestic instead. Reviews comparing the 
new phone to Xiaomi’s Mi4 have, in some 
cases, sided with the Chinese brand.

Nevertheless, the iPhone 6 is sure to be 
a success when it eventually hits Chinese 
shores. Its release in Hong Kong immediately 
created a cottage industry of resellers to 
the Mainland, with prices hitting between 

RMB15-20,000. 
A YouTube video entitled “Black Market 

Takes Over the iPhone 6 Lines” went viral 
when a man in New York City followed a 
group of Chinese customers as they waited in 
line for days outside a New York Apple store, 
bought the new phone and promptly handed 
it off to a group of men down the street, pre-
sumably for export. The iPhone isn’t going 
away any time soon, but it also isn’t running 
unopposed, and — as getting ahold of one 
in China is only getting more difficult and 
expensive — the alternatives are starting to 
look better and better.

In August, just as OnePlus was realizing 
the mistake of its ‘Ladies First’ contest, their 
phone was reviewed in The Guardian as “sim-
ply the best combination of hardware and 
software, at a more-than-fair price.” 

In an article that initially spurned Xiaomi’s 
Mi4 “a big iPhone,” the reviewer eventually 
concluded that it was “one of the best smart-
phones of the year.” OnePlus is gaining admir-
ers throughout the US, while Xiaomi is target-
ing India as its next big market.

Chinese companies may still be figuring 
out the Do’s and Don’ts of public relations, 
but Apple isn’t the only company producing 
high quality devices any more. At this rate, it 
may only be a matter of time before compa-
nies abroad are accused of “aping Xiaomi.”
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