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Foreword.

Alex Haigh
Auto Industry Director 
Brand Finance

China is undoubtedly the largest and most dynamic market for car brands in the 
world. The country’s protected yet wealthy competitive space has attracted 
international brands with new, innovative product offerings but has also bred a large 
domestic industry that has progressed to compete on the world stage remarkably 
quickly. While most domestic brands are still some way from achieving the product 
quality and renown that international brands command, there are increasing signs 
that they will. This is particularly true in the SUV market, the largest and fastest-
growing of all market segments.

At the more price-conscious end of the SUV industry, competition has become fierce. 
New rules on ownership allow foreign brands more access at a lower cost. 
Meanwhile, the steady advance of Chinese brands in both quality and reputation 
broadens their market share relative to Joint Venture and foreign brands. As a result, 
all brands resort to discounting their products to increase sales, putting an end to 
the times when Joint Venture brands were able to charge a high price premium.

The only way to move away from the discounting rivalry and from a positioning 
based on price in general, is to focus on value and quality. Historically, Chinese car 
companies have not been able to command the technical know-how and marketing 
expertise to compete on this basis. Increasingly, however, their suite of offerings is 
becoming more diverse and they are capturing a larger segment of the market.

Chinese brands have traditionally focused on the lower end of the market. On the 
back of steady progress, technological advancement, and a shift in strategy, WEY 
and Lynk & Co became the first domestic brands to enter the upper end of the 
market in 2016. WEY is also distinctly the only brand of the two with a Chinese name 
and the only domestic brand in the semi-premium SUV market in China to have 
adopted its founder’s surname as its own brand name. Despite previous prejudices 
against local marques, both brands are proving the ability of Chinese brands to 
succeed. In just two years, Lynk & Co has attracted 100,000 customers while WEY 
won 7% of the market share and surpassed the 200,000 sales mark. Thanks to 
attractive design, quality service, effective promotion, and models that suit customer 
needs. it looks only a matter of time before Chinese brands become even more of a 
force to be reckoned with.

Brand Finance bridges the gap between marketing and finance. Our teams have 
experience across a wide range of disciplines from market research and visual 
identity to tax and accounting. We understand the importance of design, advertising, 
and marketing, but we also believe that the ultimate and overriding purpose of 
brands is to make money. That is why we connect brands to the bottom line.

Acknowledging and managing a company’s intangible assets taps into the hidden 
value that lies within them. The following report is a step to understanding more 
about brands in the Chinese car market and how they can be used to effectively 
benefit their businesses. 

The team and I look forward to continuing the conversation with you.
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Contents.About Brand Finance.
Brand Finance is the world’s leading independent 
brand valuation and strategy consultancy. 

Brand Finance was set up in 1996 with the aim of 
‘bridging the gap between marketing and finance’.  
For more than 20 years, we have helped companies  
and organisations of all types to connect their brands  
to the bottom line.

We pride ourselves on four key strengths:
• Independence
• Technical Credibility
• Transparency
• Expertise.

Brand Finance puts thousands of the world’s biggest
brands to the test every year, evaluating which are the 
strongest and most valuable.

For more information, please visit our website:
www.brandfinance.com

Contact Details. Market Research Methodology.
For further information on Brand Finance®’s services and valuation experience, 
please contact your local representative:

Country Contact Email Telephone

Asia Pacific Samir Dixit s.dixit@brandfinance.com +65 906 98 651 
Australia Mark Crowe m.crowe@brandfinance.com +61 282 498 320
Canada Charles Scarlett-Smith c.scarlett-smith@brandfinance.com +1 647 3437 266
Caribbean Nigel Cooper n.cooper@brandfinance.com +1 876 8256 598
China Scott Chen s.chen@brandfinance.com +86 1860 118 8821
East Africa Jawad Jaffer j.jaffer@brandfinance.com +254 204 440 053
Germany Holger Mühlbauer h.muehlbauer@brandfinance.com +49 1515 474 9834
India Savio D’Souza s.dsouza@brandfinance.com +44 207 389 9400
Indonesia Jimmy Halim j.halim@brandfinance.com +62 215 3678 064
Ireland Simon Haigh s.haigh@brandfinance.com +353 087 6695 881
Italy Massimo Pizzo m.pizzo@brandfinance.com +39 02303125105
Japan Jun Tanaka j.tanaka@brandfinance.com +8190 7116 1881
Mexico & LatAm Laurence Newell l.newell@brandfinance.com +52 1559 197 1925
Middle East Andrew Campbell a.campbell@brandfinance.com +971 508 113 341
Nigeria Babatunde Odumeru t.odumeru@brandfinance.com +234 012 911 988
Romania Mihai Bogdan m.bogdan@brandfinance.com +40 728 702 705
Spain Teresa de Lemus t.delemus@brandfinance.com +34 654 481 043 
South Africa Jeremy Sampson j.sampson@brandfinance.com +27 828 857 300
Sri Lanka Ruchi Gunewardene r.gunewardene@brandfinance.com +94 114 941 670
Turkey Muhterem Ilgüner m.ilguner@brandfinance.com +90 216 3526 729
UK Richard Haigh rd.haigh@brandfinance.com +44 207 389 9400
USA Laurence Newell l.newell@brandfinance.com +1 917 794 3249
Vietnam Lai Tien Manh m.lai@brandfinance.com +84 473 004 468

For business enquiries,  
please contact:
Alex Haigh
Director
a.haigh@brandfinance.com

Konrad Jagodzinski
Communications Director 
k.jagodzinski@brandfinance.com

For all other enquiries,  
please contact:
enquiries@brandfinance.com
+44 (0)207 389 9400

 linkedin.com/company/ 
 brand-finance

 facebook.com/brandfinance

 twitter.com/brandfinance
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Brand Finance surveyed a sample of 405 car owners and 
intenders in China, ‘intenders’ being people who expected to 
buy a car in the next 3-6 months. All currently own an SUV or 
would consider buying one for their next car.

The sample comprised people aged 18-65, with quotas set 
by age and gender in order to ensure that the sample broadly 
reflected the current/potential SUV market in China.  

In addition to the survey research, Brand Finance analysed 
sentiment in online social media conversations in China about 
key SUV brands (including WEY), during the month of October.
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Industry Analysis.

Industry Analysis.
Market research methodology

Brand Finance surveyed a sample of 405 car owners 
and intenders in China, ‘intenders’ being people who 
expected to buy a car in the next 3-6 months. All currently 
own an SUV or would consider buying one for their next 
car. The sample comprised people aged 18-65, with 
quotas set by age and gender in order to ensure that 
the sample broadly reflected the current/potential SUV 
market in China.

In addition to the survey research, Brand Finance 
analysed sentiment in online social media conversations 
in China about key SUV brands (including WEY), during 
the month of October.

The changing shape of the auto 
industry in China

The car industry is undergoing a period of structural 
change and potentially the most significant medium-term 
shifts are those towards and within China. Electrification is 

from developed country brands – the subject of some 
complaint by Western governments. 

In our annual brand valuation study of 5000 brands in 
all sectors globally, we compile a list of the top 100 most 
valuable automobile marques. We found that brand value 
of the top 5 Chinese brands has risen 92% from 2017 to 
2018, largely thanks to local demand. In comparison, the 
value of brands from other countries has risen only 9%.

The Chinese market has historically been split between 
Chinese brands that tend to produce extremely cheap 
cars – that are bought for price rather than quality, beauty 
or ride-ability – and cars produced through Joint Ventures 
with Western technology and under Western brands that 
are more expensive and much more aspirational for the 
newly emerging upper middle class. While this is true in all 
segments of the market, it is especially true for SUV brands.

The market for SUVs has been the most dynamic segment 
of the auto market for many years; it is also the one 
exhibiting the most potential. The segment is not only the 
largest by unit volume out of 12 core segments, it is by 
far the fastest-growing – expected to grow 9.0% between 
2018 and 2023 versus 2.8% for the industry overall. 

accelerating, partly due to Volkswagen and its response 
to the emissions scandal; Digitisation is fundamentally 
changing the specifications that customers demand of 
new models; Automation is threatening the auto industry’s 
traditional business model; Finally, protectionism in trade 
is raising the spectre of growing tariffs on raw materials 
and manufactured goods alike.

The rise of Chinese brands

China has for a long time been the fastest-growing major 
car market in the world. The nature of the industry – as 
with many other sectors of the Chinese economy – has 
been protectionist and state-guided. Prior to May 2018, 
the proportion of foreign equity within a joint venture could 
not exceed 50% and any foreign investor had to limit their 
operations to maximum two joint ventures in any given 
market segment. Therefore, as foreign firms have been 
forced to sign up to joint ownership with local firms in 
return for access to its lucrative domestic market, local 
firms have been blessed by subsidies and protection 
from high external tariffs (generally approximating from a 
quarter to a third of sale price) as well as technical transfer 

2012 2014 20162013 2015 2017

• CN Unit Volume • JV Unit Volume

Chinese SUVs Market Size  
(by Unit Volume)

World Passenger Car Market by Segment: Current Market Size vs 5 Years’ CAGR

Vans, 0.5%

Sports Cars, 2.7%

Other Vehicles, 0.2%

Mini Cars, 0.7%

Lower Medium Cars, 0.9%

Small Cars, 1.3%

MPVs, -2.0%

SUVs, 9.0%

Upper Medium Cars, -5.0%

Executive Cars, -6.3%

Luxury Cars, -4.0%

Small Large

Top 5 Fastest Growing Chinese Auto Brands

Brand Value 2018:

Brand Value 2018:

Brand Value 2018:

Brand Value 2018:

Brand Value 2018:

Brand Rating:

Brand Rating:

Brand Rating:

Brand Rating:

Brand Rating:

Brand Value 2017:

Brand Value 2017:

Brand Value 2017:

Brand Value 2017:

Brand Value 2017:

Picks-Ups, 1.0%

• Total value of Chinese Auto Brands in Auto 100, 2017 
• Total value of Chinese Auto Brands in Auto 100, 2018

Total Value of Chinese Auto Brands  
in Auto 100, 2017 (USDm)

Market Size (Unit Volmue, 2017)

(Source: Euromonitor International; Analysis: Brand Finance)
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Chinese Auto Brands include: Haval, Geely, BYD, BAOJUN and JAC)
(Source: Euromonitor International;  
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Discounting and fragmentation – 
SUVs accelerate

Spacious and comfortable, SUV brands have been 
generally targeting young and middle-aged customers 
starting families. The mass market has been dominated 
by value-for-money Chinese brands – led by Haval – 
while the semi-premium has been led by Western brands 
controlled by Joint Ventures. 

The premium and luxury segments have been dominated 
by imported Western cars, which began with Porsche and 
Land Rover, but has now proliferated as premium brands 
see the opportunity. Although some recent launches 
have been lacklustre, the premium and luxury segments 
look set to be dominated by Western brands for the 
foreseeable future.

Chinese customers – particularly the young – are 
increasingly aware of the technical quality of Chinese 
brands and so, where aspirational Chinese customers 
would in the past consider trading up to a more expensive 
Western model, an increasing number are considering 
these Chinese brands.

Interestingly, however, while Lynk & Co has adopted 
a faux-Western name partly explained by its joint-
development by Geely with Volvo, WEY bears a Chinese 
name and one that refers to the founder’s family name, 
similarly to brands such as Mercedes-Benz, Ford, and 
Toyota, aiming to create associations with uniqueness 
and trust. Both brands were launched two years ago and 
yet – in the 150,000-200,000 CNY price segment – WEY 
commands a 7% market share, ranking in the top 3 and 
registering a better performance than many Joint Venture 
brands, while Lynk & Co is left with only 4%.

With Chinese brands aiming for a more upmarket brand 
positioning and Joint Venture brands trying to increase market 
share by extending their brand positioning into the lower 
end, the price difference between Joint Venture and Chinese 
brands is diminishing quickly. BMW, Audi, Lexus, Jaguar and 
other premium brands are all lowering prices to maintain 
competitiveness. With improved technology of Chinese 
models on one hand and a significant increase in competition 
prompting discounts by Joint Venture firms on the other, 
and now also the rules necessitating joint ownership being 
relaxed, the competition is likely to increase even more.

Chinese companies are trying to escape these now-constant 
price battles, leading to the emergence and growing success 
of new Chinese brands in the semi-premium segment, such 
as Wey (owned by Great Wall) and Lynk & Co (owned by 
Geely), where others – for instance the market pioneer Qoros 
Auto – have been less lucky.

It remains unclear whether this demand for Chinese 
semi-premium brands will continue to rise but Chinese car 
companies – led by Great Wall and Geely – are definitely 
taking the step to increase their suite of brands in order to 
capture higher value segments of the market.

Chinese brands have struggled to extend overseas largely 
because – at their price point – they have struggled to meet 
quality standards and have been seen as less safe and 
less desirable alternatives to Western brands. WEY – which 
has a specific objective to expand overseas – appears 
to be breaking this mould and is beginning to receive 
international recognition. For instance, in 2017, German 
magazine FOCUS ranked WEY VV5 among the top 5 
most attractive auto models at the Frankfurt Motor Show. 
We may therefore start to see WEY models, together with 
those of WEY’s Chinese competitors, become as much 
a staple of not only Chinese but also European and US 
motorways as Toyotas and Volkswagens are today.

2016 Mar-18Jan-18 May-18 Jul-182017 Apr-18Feb-18 Jun-18 Aug-18

• CN Retail Value • JV Retail Value

Chinese SUVs Market Size (by Retail Value, RMB)

JV brands increased price promotion to fight for market shares 
agianst Chinese brands since Feburary

Industry Analysis.Industry Analysis.

 CN  JV • JV Price Premium over CN

Average Price of SUV (Post Discount): Chinese Brands vs JV Brands (RMB)

(Source: Brand Finance) (Source: Brand Finance)

• •
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Consumer Research.

Consumer Research.
Chinese brands pulling ahead

The key to breaking through into more premium segments is 
improving brand perceptions to move away from a competition on 
price. According to Brand Finance’s original research, in the SUV 
segment, customers are mainly looking for spacious, high-tech, 
and reliable brands. Whether a product is made overseas or made 
in China is actually the least important consideration for customers. 

The dawn of a new era of electrification on one hand and 
connectivity on the other, is both an opportunity and a challenge 
for Chinese auto brands. Chinese consumers are leading the 
way internationally in embracing new technologies, prompting 
manufacturers to keep at the forefront of innovation. Keeping in 
touch with the needs of their customers can help Chinese auto 
brands react quickly to changing preferences and thereby gain an 
advantage over their international rivals.

Brand Finance’s primary research shows that high-tech and 
connectivity are some of the key product features that Chinese SUV 
customers are looking for. As Chinese brands continue to focus on 
developing intelligent models, they will be growing their capability to 
successfully compete with Western counterparts. WEY is one example, 
while Lynk & Co’s internet-enabled models also cater well to the needs 
of the new generation of consumers in China, pointing to potential for a 
rapid growth of the customer base over the next few years.

Perception gaps remain

Nevertheless, international brands still score better among 
customers on comfort, prestige, and technology metrics, and 

poised to take advantage of one of the most important trends 
in car manufacturing, capturing the imagination of millennial 
customers in particular. Momentum therefore seems to be on 
Chinese brands’ side as high-tech and new energy vehicles 
are an excellent opportunity for Chinese brands to surpass 
international brands. 

Trumpchi, WEY and Lynk & Co are all within the top four brands 
for positive performance online over the last month – continuing 
a year-long trend of positive performance. Trumpchi, which has 
performed best in this measure, has invested considerably in 
promotion. WEY and Lynk & Co have yet to follow suit with similar 
investment but considering strongly positive online responses to 
their brands, a small investment is likely to go a long way.

it will be some time before Chinese brands are able to position 
themselves realistically as luxury alternatives – now being 
competitive on economy and youthfulness, neither strong 
drivers of demand.

International brands tend to be generally better perceived than 
their main Chinese competitors, leaving room for improvement. 
However, in some instances desirability for Chinese brands 
is surpassing this of international ones. There is clearly no 
instinctive barrier to demand against Chinese brands as country 
of origin is among the least important drivers of preference. 
With the right combination of models, service, communication, 
distribution and a more established position in the market, 
it seems likely that demand could expand considering the 
explicit as well as implicit advantages bestowed on domestic 
manufacturers.

Time is on the side of Chinese brands

Although commanding lower levels of familiarity than 
international brands – WEY for example has only 60.3% familiarity 
versus 86.2% for Honda – Chinese brands are making a positive 
impression on customers who have got to know their models. 
The difference in familiarity is explained largely by the relative 
novelty of domestic brands, with WEY just 2 years in operation 
compared to Honda’s 2 decades in the Chinese market.

WEY is considered more technologically advanced than Jeep, 
Honda, and Kia – among those who know them. According to 
customers, it is also considered more stylish than all three as 
well as Land Rover, and the most closely linked to electrification 
thanks to its high-end new energy model P8. It is clearly 

The SUV segment is growing at a rapid pace and so there 
seems to be room for many brands for the time being. These 
brands have significant capacity to grow without triggering the 
aggressive responses we have seen at the bottom and very 
premium parts of the market. 

As Korean and Japanese brands before them have shown, 
there is no instinctive or structural reason why brands from 
outside the US or Europe could not compete with their Western 
equivalents. With enough breathing space available to develop 
offerings and invest in effective communications, it is highly 
likely that Chinese brands will be taking a greater share not just 
of the domestic but also the international stage.

• What is essential (I’d never compromise on that)? • What is important when choosing a car? (Ignoring affordability)
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Key Brand and Product Features for SUV Customers
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Brands Better

MOST IMPORTANT LEAST IMPORTANT

International 
Brands Better

Difference in Performance between International and Chinese Brands

Net Sentiment Score (2018/10/1-2018/10/31)

Trumpchi WEYHonda Lynk&Co Land Rover 
Range Rover

KIA Porsche Jeep

• Chinese Market • International Market

• Chinese Market • International Market
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Brand to Watch: WEY.

Brand to Watch: WEY.
WEY is the new premium brand from China’s biggest SUV 
maker Great Wall Motors named after its founder, Mr Wei 
Jianjun. Its aim is to give more people access to premium 
quality vehicles, ending the dominance of Joint Venture brands.

Brand Finance has identified the marque as a brand to watch 
largely because it is breaking the mould as we see it. Despite 
not investing significantly in promotion, its online presence is 
one of the most positive. Present in the market for only two 
years, it already commands 7% of the market for 150,000-
200,000 CNY cars – a market which constitutes 1.4 million 
units sold a year.

WEY’s unique position in the marker can be placed down to 
a few factors:

• The first, impossible to ignore, is the fact that it is owned 
by Great Wall, the producers of Haval which has for a 
long time been the largest domestic brand of economy 
SUVs in China – as well as the strongest according to 
Brand Finance analysis in 2017. The scale of distribution 
capability, centres of research excellence as well as the 
ability to fund its rise put WEY in a pre-eminent position.

• The second is that the brand is carefully positioned in a 
market of many competitors. By using the name WEY, 
Great Wall has staked its performance on the fact that 
Chinese customers will grow to appreciate the qualities 
of Chinese manufacturers which are increasingly coming 
to rival their international competitors. Since the brand 
is deliberately targeting a younger demographic that is 
more open to domestic brands – understanding their 
improving quality – while maintaining a reasonably 
competitive price, it means that their models are often 
good options for new families.

• Thirdly, because Chinese brands are facing challenges 
of diversification at industry level, WEY has the ability 
to use its existing resources to accelerate progress in 
intelligent manufacturing and internationalisation. The 
brand is focusing on the development of plug-in hybrid, 
pure electric and hydrogen-powered vehicles, while 
increasing R&D investment in new intelligent driving 
technology.

• The last one is simply good timing. While many of the 
lower-priced brands are ferociously fighting on price, 
WEY has sheltered itself from significant disruption to 
its pricing ability. The premium segment is not nearly as 
over-supplied as the lower price segment and most of 
their customers are keen on quality, performance, and 
style, rather than price.

WEY and Lynk & Co are similar in their positioning with both 
strong on technology and style. However, WEY has focused 
on cultivating a slightly higher-wealth, more mature segment. 
In its current semi-premium target, this strategy is clearly 
working well but also brings potential for expansion and 
product development as the brand’s customers go through 
life. A useful example is Mini: since its relaunch, the brand 
has introduced models such as the successful Clubman 
model which traded up existing customers from small models 
to larger, family-sized, more expensive ones. 

If WEY is able to maintain its strength and loyalty in its 
aspirational, elite customer group while growing its product 
portfolio up to higher price points, it should be able to follow 
Mini’s lead. WEY’s P8 model at the 250,000 CNY to 350,000 
CNY price bracket is evidence of this possibility. Although 
currently outsold by the large Western brands, the existence 
of a premium quality model shows WEY’s ambition and over 
time, with appropriate investment and improving perceptions 
of it brand, it is likely this segment of its sales will grow.

The SUV market is fast-growing but competitive. WEY has 
invested strongly in R&D, attracting talent from Europe 
and the US and developing advanced safety facilities, and 
has access to a strong distribution network thanks to its 

parent company – Great Wall. With improved investment in 
marketing and model development, it is likely to grow rapidly 
along with the domestic market and perhaps beyond.

WEY is stylish, technologically 
advanced, and cleverly targeted. 
Firmly successful in the semi-
premium market, it has used its 
model strategy to create loyalty 
among young families and allow 
them to trade up, creating a 
feedback that will reinforce a 
premium position. A rising star, it 
is poised to be a winner from the 
SUV segment’s rapid growth.
Alex Haigh
Auto Industry Director, Brand Finance
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1. Valuation: What are my intangible 
assets worth?
Valuations may be conducted for technical  
purposes and to set a baseline against  
which potential strategic brand  
scenarios can be evaluated.

+ Branded Business Valuation
+ Trademark Valuation
+ Intangible Asset Valuation
+ Brand Contribution

4. Transactions:  
Is it a good deal?  
Can I leverage my  
intangible assets?
Transaction services help buyers,  
sellers, and owners of branded businesses  
get a better deal by leveraging the value of  
their intangibles.

+ M&A Due Diligence 
+ Franchising & Licensing
+ Tax & Transfer Pricing
+ Expert Witness

3. Strategy: How can  
I increase the value of  

 my branded business?
Strategic marketing services enable  

brands to be leveraged to grow  
businesses. Scenario modelling will  

identify the best  opportunities, ensuring  
resources are allocated to those activities which  

have the most impact on brand and business value.

Brand Governance + 
Brand Architecture & Portfolio Management + 

Brand Transition + 
Brand Positioning & Extension + 

MARKETING FINANCE TAX LEGAL

We help marketers to 
connect their brands to 
business performance by 
evaluating the return on 
investment (ROI) of 
brand-based decisions 
and strategies.

We provide financiers and 
auditors with an 
independent assessment 
on all forms of brand and 
intangible asset 
valuations.

We help brand owners 
and fiscal authorities to 
understand the 
implications of different 
tax, transfer pricing, and 
brand ownership 
arrangements.

We help clients to enforce 
and exploit their 
intellectual property rights 
by providing independent 
expert advice in- and 
outside of the courtroom.

2. Analytics: How can I improve 
marketing effectiveness?

Analytical services help to uncover drivers  
of demand and insights. Identifying the  

factors which drive consumer behaviour  
allows an understanding of how brands  

create bottom-line impact.

Market Research Analytics +
Return on Marketing Investment +  

Brand Audits +
Brand Scorecard Tracking +

Brand & 
Business Value 

Consulting Services.



Contact us.

The World’s Leading Independent Brand Valuation and Strategy Consultancy
T: +44 (0)20 7389 9400
E: enquiries@brandfinance.com
 www.brandfinance.com


