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In the past 12 years, we have all started to
see the world differently. Be it for life-saving
rescue missions, monitoring crops,
surveying and mapping, or everyman aerial
photography, the advent of high-quality,
affordable, and easy-to-use drones has
transformed the capabilities and outlook of
individuals and businesses in numerous
sectors globally.

For this, we must thank Frank Wang, the
School of Engineering alumnus honored
today. As the Founder and CEO of DJI,
Frank has incontestably shown how talent
and entrepreneurial drive can synergize and
take flight at the School. Since the launch of
DJI's Phantom drone brand in 2013, the
company has kickstarted an entire industry
by reshaping previously complex unmanned
aerial devices limited to DIY hobbyists into
accessible, impactful tools for an increasing
swathe of functions. Frank has also piloted
the company to stay out in front. From DJI’s
initial founding in a HKUST dorm in 2006,
the enterprise now accommodates its
Shenzhen headquarters in two specially
built future-ready high-rise towers and
holds a 70% share of the multibillion US
dollar global consumer and commercial
drone market. Along the way, the venture
has helped revolutionize perceptions of
Chinese innovation’s ability to lead, both
inside and outside the country.

To achieve this, Frank has relentlessly
pushed forward DJl technical innovation

Distinguished Engineering Alumni Award
For Professional Achievement and Global Impact

Mr. Frank WANG

MPhil in Electronic & Computer Engineering and
BEnNng in Electronic Engineering
Founder & CEO of DJI

through the development of pioneering
motion control and robotic perception
technologies. Born in 1980, growing up in
Hangzhou, and passionate about flying
devices since childhood, the creative
dynamo joined the School’s Department of
Electronic and Computer Engineering in
2003 to further his ambition of advancing
real-world unmanned helicopter
technology. At HKUST, he has said, he found
exactly the right environment to power
forward this vision, from undergraduate
days onward: courses that provided the
fundamental knowledge that Frank needed
to build autonomously controlled flying
machines; inspiring, internationally minded
academics; opportunities to test out his
ideas and discover the importance of
teamwork in tough student competitions
against top overseas peers; and
encouragement to attain his full
entrepreneurial potential by professors with
deep start-up experience. In particular,
he was aided by Prof. Li Zexiang, an expert
in robotics, who became his MPhil
supervisor and former chairman of DJI.

Frank faced setbacks and crashes in early
machine trials. But he refused to give up.
By 2010, his perfectionism and persistence
had begun to bring technological
breakthroughs in flight control systems.
His team had become the first in China to
employ an unmanned helicopter to conduct
surveillance and damage assessment
immediately after the Sichuan Earthquake

in 2008. A year later, the team carried out
the world’s first autonomous test flights over
Mount Everest, taking photographs and
videos during the flight and with signals sent
simultaneously to a ground control station.
DJI’'s Shenzhen base was a further plus,
providing relatively low manufacturing costs
that made it feasible to create fewer
quantities, rapidly develop new versions, and
sell at user-friendly prices. The company
suddenly found its products becoming
market best-sellers.

Yet novel technological advances are not the
only key to the genesis of a new industry
leader. In addition, it takes capabilities
ranging from trend-setting product direction
and safeguarding IP to market strategizing
and management of global business
operations to build a game-changing giant.
Here, Frank further excelled. As the
company’s strengths in R&D burgeoned, DJI
established a runaway competitive edge
through integration of its advanced flight
controllers, GPS, and camera systems, into
“ready-to-fly” machines marketed under its
iconic quadcopter Phantom, Mavic, and
other lines. Camera stabilization, robotics,
and enterprise solutions also took off.
Alongside, engineers and other staff grew
from a handful of employees to today’s roll
of 14,000 worldwide, including many HKUST
graduates. DJI markets expanded to cover
the Americas, Europe, Japan, Hong Kong,
and the Chinese Mainland. Accounting for
such achievements, Prof. Li has previously
stated Frank was not afraid to do anything.

Frank’s seminal role in igniting the commercial
drone industry has been widely celebrated,
despite the DJI founder remaining a success
story who robustly seeks privacy. He was
recognized by Time Magazine as one of the
“100 Most Influential People in the World in
2014” and named among Goldman Sachs’
“100 Most Intriguing Entrepreneurs” in 2015.
On the professional engineering front,

he was accorded the prestigious I|EEE
Robotics and Automation Award 2019 for
contributions to the development and
commercialization of civilian drones and
aerial imaging technology, together with
Prof. Li. Moreover, as a leading-edge
Chinese company, known globally for its
high performance and creativity, DJI has
significantly assisted in taking the innovation
profile of the Greater Bay Area and nation to
the next level.

Closer to home, senior HKUST academics
have lauded Frank for his path-setting
contribution to the University’s entrepreneurship
and as an inspiring role model for future
generations of students. Meanwhile, he and
his company have sought to give back to his
alma mater in a variety of practical ways. He
was honored by the HKUST Foundation as a
Life Grand Patron in recognition of generous
contributions toward the University. In
appreciation of the formative innovation
springboard that HKUST provided for him,
he has supported research projects in his
former department. He has sponsored
postgraduates to compete internationally,
given his first-hand experience of the
far-reaching benefits such contests can bring.
In addition, DJI worked with the School of
Engineering to develop the Integrative
Systems and Design Program, a trailblazing
degree empowering students’ technological
competence, critical thinking, and business
know-how through team-based projects.

It is therefore in high commendation of his
soaring innovation, core impact in initiating
and sustaining the global drone market, and
influential hi-tech leadership at HKUST and
far beyond, the School of Engineering is
honored to present Mr. Frank Wang,
Founder and CEO of DJI, with a HKUST
Distinguished Engineering Alumni Award.
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