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1
Chinese EV Players: From Followers 

to Trailblazers

Keywords Electrification • Chinese electric vehicle Industry • Electric 
vehicle innovations • Powertrain shift • Future of mobility

Made in China, no wonder.

I still remember laughing with my friends over the pair of Bluetooth 
earphones I’d bought on AliExpress for 20 euros, which had inexplicably 
ceased to function in just 2 weeks. It was not too long ago when the label 
“Made in China” was synonymous with low quality and fake products. 
Electronics, textiles, plastics—you name it. It is not too surprising, espe-
cially when you consider how rapidly the Chinese manufacturing indus-
try has grown. China accounted for 28.7% of global manufacturing 
output in 2019 (Richter 2022) and 30.0% in 2021 (Xinhua 2022).

This perception prevailed in the automotive industry, where most 
attempts by Chinese automakers to expand globally were met with 
resounding failure. However, times have changed, and apprehension 
toward Chinese products and vehicles has eroded. China’s rise as an eco-
nomic superpower and its steely determination related to electrification 
has propelled it to the forefront of the automotive industry, where it is 
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now ready to challenge the existing leaders. This is the story of Chinese 
electric vehicle (EV) trailblazers and how they will shape the future of 
mobility.

In May 2021, William Li, CEO of one of China’s growing electric EV 
start-ups, NIO, announced the company’s first venture in entering inter-
national markets. Setting up shop in Norway, NIO aims to enter the 
wider European market from 2022 (Mihalascu 2021). Li is not alone. 
NIO is one of many Chinese EV start-ups that have found immense suc-
cess at home and are now setting their sights abroad: first stop—Europe.

As more and more EV start-ups start looking overseas for opportunities, 
especially within the European market, it is time for established 
manufacturers to gain a better understanding of who they are dealing 
with and start contemplating their own moves to stave off their competi-
tors from the Far East.

 

These were the fighting words of former Volkswagen chairman Herbert 
Diess when speaking to disgruntled workers after facing a vote of no- 
confidence back in November 2021 (Wittich 2021). A long-time admirer 
of Tesla, Diess found himself in trouble with the works council when he 
suggested that Volkswagen was at risk of losing 30,000 jobs if it did not 
step up production. It is not the prettiest reality for traditional automak-
ers to face, but Diess has acknowledged that Volkswagen has fallen behind 
their competitors when it comes to the race for electrification.

He recognizes that this new era in the automotive industry revolves 
around technology and software and requires a different set of competen-
cies that Volkswagen just does not have right now. Their productivity lags 
behind the likes of Tesla—Volkswagen needs more than 30 h to produce 
a car at its main plant, while Tesla only needs 10 h. Diess sees Tesla as the 
benchmark for the future that is here to stay, but also admitted that 
Chinese EVs were “really good” (Lambert 2021).
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