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Opportunities and barriers for Chinese Automakers 
entering the Southeast Asian market
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Foreword 
 
The Southeast Asian market is still relatively early in its electrification journey compared to other 
areas of the world. However, consumer demand for new electric vehicles (NEVs) is growing across 
its regions. The slower adoption rates have been partly down to lack of innovation from the current 
vehicle manufacturers supplying Southeast Asia. Now, with government incentives in place for some 
countries, it opens up new opportunities for Chinese original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) 
wanting to expand and increase global market share.  

This report will give an overview of what is happening within the Southeast Asian market, the 
potential barriers facing Chinese OEMs entering each country, and what they need to know in  
order to succeed. 

**The report has focused on Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam and Philippines. The car sales of 
these countries account for more than 80% of the entire region. 
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Southeast Asia is a thriving and growing region. With a combined GDP of USD3.08 trillion, it is 
estimated to become the fourth-largest economy in the world by 2050. 

Whilst the latest research by McKinsey showed mixed performance in the third quarter of 2023 for 
Southeast Asia’s economies, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Vietnam did see GDP growth 
increase in this period. Indonesia’s and Thailand’s growth were slower. McKinsey reports that ‘muted 
external conditions and demand for the region’s manufactured and commodity exports are the 
main reasons behind the slower growth in this quarter. On the other hand, robust domestic demand, 
government spending, and a continued recovery of the services sector—particularly tourism—have 
contributed to better job and income prospects, which in turn have supported growth, especially in 
the Philippines and Vietnam.’ 

External investment from other countries will play a key role in the continued growth of Southeast 
Asia’s economy. It particularly appeals to Chinese businesses looking to expand their global footprint 
and grow market share in the region due to its favourable foreign trade policies and close proximity. 
More recently, Southeast Asia has come into focus for businesses within the automotive industry 
as China leads the way in NEV technology. With little competition within this area compared to other 
global markets, Southeast Asia presents significant opportunities for Chinese vehicle manufacturers.

According to JATO data, 2023 NEV unit sales in the region reached 134,000, and grew by 199%, 
driven by strong demand across Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia, and Malaysia.

The growing appetite for NEVs within Southeast Asia, combined with limited electric vehicle 
products from existing brands within the region, makes it the ideal zone for expansion outside of the 
saturated Chinese market, and the more competitive European market. 

02 Southeast Asian market 
overview

https://asiangeo.com/articles/asean-here-and-beyond/
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-asia/southeast-asia-quarterly-economic-review
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A land of opportunity 
 
Whilst there are NEVs on the roads across Southeast Asia, it is still very much an untapped market. 
During the era of the internal combustion engine (ICE), Japanese brands dominated in the region, 
but their NEV technology lags in comparison to other global vehicle manufacturers, putting them 
instantly on the backfoot in the NEV game. 

Meanwhile, China continues to charge ahead in the global NEV race; in addition to more than half of 
the electric cars on roads worldwide found in China, its global electric vehicle market share rose to 
68.2% over the last three months of 2023. In fact, as has been widely reported, Chinese automaker 
BYD sold more electric vehicles than Tesla in Q4 2023.

Not only do Chinese OEMs have the vehicles and technology readily available to bring to the 
Southeast Asian market quickly, but their attractive price point will also appeal to the more price-
sensitive consumer. In this market, consumers are not bound by brand loyalty, instead they favour 
product quality, performance, and price above all. 

A recent consumer report by Deloitte, showed only 32% of Southeast Asian drivers choose a vehicle 
on brand familiarity. This demonstrates most consumers in the region are not affiliated to specific 
brands and will be more susceptible to accepting new Chinese brands. However, product quality 
(62%), vehicle performance (57%), and price (54%) are shown as the top three most important factors 
for Southeast Asian consumers when choosing their next vehicle, and Chinese OEMs must consider 
these areas when developing their strategies for market entry. 

With the right strategy for each individual market, Chinese OEMs can penetrate the Southeast Asian 
marketplace and become dominant players as long as they can overcome the potential barriers. 

Potential barriers to overcome 
 
As the Southeast Asian market is still very early in its NEV journey compared to the Chinese and 
European markets, awareness, and education will be key. Consumers will need to understand why 
they should choose a NEV over the much more familiar ICE vehicle. A big part of this education 
should focus on the infrastructure and charging of the vehicle, as both infrastructure (44%) and time 
required to charge (45%) are the biggest concerns for consumers in Southeast Asia switching to a 
NEV. 

Chinese OEMs will need to be aware of infrastructure availability in each market as this varies hugely. 
Education on charging and range for specific vehicles should be considered within the marketing and 
sales strategies to increase awareness and encourage sales.

https://hbr.org/2024/01/3-drivers-of-chinas-booming-electric-vehicle-market#:~:text=According%20to%20a%20report%20by,than%20Tesla%20in%20Q4%202023.
https://hbr.org/2024/01/3-drivers-of-chinas-booming-electric-vehicle-market#:~:text=According%20to%20a%20report%20by,than%20Tesla%20in%20Q4%202023.
https://technode.com/2024/02/04/chinese-evs-share-of-global-market-rose-in-2023-industry-group/
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/consumer-business/articles/global-automotive-consumer-study.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/consumer-business/articles/global-automotive-consumer-study.html
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In addition to the challenge of awareness and understanding, the other important factors Chinese 
OEMs must consider, will be the issue and impact of incentives. It will not be a one-size-fits-all 
approach to launch into the Southeast Asian market. On a macro level, the incentives are the biggest 
factors driving the region’s NEV market so far. On the other hand, at a micro product level, customers 
in Southeast Asia (particularly Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia) are relatively price sensitive. 

With incentives, uptake and education varying per region, an individual strategy should be developed 
for each market. OEMs will need to ensure their vehicles meet the relevant standards in every region 
if they are to succeed. 

A closer inspection of  
each market 
 
Southeast Asia has multiple types of incentives to push up the adoption of NEV. These incentives 
vary per country, something which Chinese OEMs will need to be familiar with when launching new 
vehicles into the market. 

Here, we take a closer look at each market, the current incentives in place, and NEV conditions. 

Thailand
Thailand has attractive government incentives in place to help stimulate its NEV market growth. The 
below illustration provides an overview of the current incentives within the country. 
sales strategies to increase awareness and encourage sales.
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As already mentioned, incentives will play a key role in helping to drive forward Thailand’s NEV 
volume both now and in the future. From available data, we estimate growth will increase from 17% in 
2023 to 25% in 2030. 

Thailand is home to large rural areas, making pickup trucks extremely popular. Sales within this 
product category account for nearly 40%. Currently, there are no pickup truck NEV equivalents within 
the region. While Chinese OEMs have already gained a lot of traction in Thailand, those looking to 
increase market share should grasp the opportunity to be first to market with an appealing NEV 
pickup truck alternative. 

Malaysia and Indonesia 
In both Malaysia and Indonesia, incentives include 100% reduction in import duty. During the 
era of ICE vehicles domination, import duty was typically high. However, governments have now 
implemented this import duty incentive to attract foreign investment to help develop the NEV market. 
While Southeast Asia does hope to strengthen its own automotive industry in the future, there is 
currently a good window of opportunity for Chinese OEMs to enter the market. 
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In Indonesia where the birth rate is high and people have lower purchasing power, it has resulted 
in the popularity of multi-purpose vehicles (MPVs) in this market. Whilst there are a number of ICE 
vehicles meeting this demand, there are currently no NEV substitutes for this segment. Chinese 
OEMs should be aware of this when deciding which NEVs to launch into this market. 

Malaysia does have its own local brand Perodua, a Toyota joint venture model, boosting the sales of 
affordable small sedans. Although, there are no suitable NEV products currently available.  

Vietnam 
Vietnam’s local carmaker Vinfast is currently ranking first place for NEV sales volumes in 2023. 
The OEM’s products are mainly focused on the SUV body type ranging from mini-SUV to upper 
medium SUV. Whilst sedans have historically been the most popular in this region, small SUVs and 
compact affordable MPVs are also well sought-after. SUVs are particularly favourable with Vietnam’s 
expanding middle class population and would explain Vinfast’s product strategy to concentrate on 
this body type initially. Power, interior decoration, and services are the main considerations of car 
purchases in this region. 

Vinfast’s products are also affordable in comparison to other competitors in this market, which are 
mainly premium brands. Chinese brands entering the Vietnamese market would challenge Vinfast’s 
current NEV dominance. However, Vietnam does not have a strong NEV growth strategy compared 
to other countries in the region. As such, there are currently no tax incentives or price subsidies for 
NEVs in place. In addition to import duties, electric cars shipped to Vietnam have been subject to 
special consumption tax rates ranging between 15-70%, which increase prices by up to 20%. Chinese 
OEMs wanting to break into this market would need to consider if the return on investment outweighs 
the higher tariffs than other countries in the region. 
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SUVs and sedans continue to dominate in the region, with premium sedan models being favoured. 
The SUV segment presents a different picture with premium brands such as BMW, Volvo, and Tesla 
taking up the majority of sales before 2022, and Chinese mass brands like BYD, MG and NETA 
gaining the upper hand. Microcars market share increase is also driven by Chinese brand Wuling.

Philippines
Philippines has no current incentives for NEVs, but it was recently announced The Department of 
Trade and Industry is looking to launch a pilot phase of the subsidy programme for buyers of electric 
vehicles as part of the government’s efforts to promote environment-friendly transportation. It is 
expected to begin by the third quarter of 2024. 

Lack of incentives could make it harder for Chinese OEMs to thrive in this current market, unless NEV 
products are on a par or more affordable than the ICE counterparts. 

All markets overview06

https://business.inquirer.net/429797/ev-subsidy-pilot-program-set-in-q3-next-year#ixzz8SMzcoDUd.
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07 Brands gaining traction
 
In 2023, the Southeast Asian NEV market was positioned as a moderately consolidated market 
considering the top five players accounting for nearly 64% of total market share.

Among the top 10 NEV models in Southeast Asia, Chinese brands account for 80% of the current 
market share with BYD dominating overall. 
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In 2023, BYD took the first place with year to date (YTD) sales of 27,000 units, followed closely by 
MG and Vinfast. We are seeing dominance emerging from Chinese OEMs for NEVs in the Southeast 
Asian market, which will only continue to grow as consumer demand increases and brand reputation 
strengthens in the region. 

Chinese brands cost-effectiveness stands out against its competitors, here we illustrate Thailand’s 
NEV volume sales as an example of what is happening in the Southeast Asian market. 
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Thailand’s NEV market also saw significant growth in brand sales from BYD, MG, and NETA in 2023.

With the emerging dominance of brands such as BYD, it not only demonstrates the appetite for 
Chinese NEVs, but also the demand for such technology in Thailand. 
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In Indonesia, it’s a different story with Hyundai dominating market share. Hyundai has chosen 
Indonesia as its first stop in the Southeast Asian market and has obtained market share in the 
country. If Hyundai chooses to enter other countries in the region, it will have fierce competition with 
Chinese OEMs due to similar product strategies of launching quality products that are cost-effective.

Furthermore, Chinese and South Korean brand awareness and brand reputation are increasing. This 
means if Hyundai keeps expanding, the market will become much more competitive. While data 
shows Wuling is in second place, it’s not as a result of Hyundai taking market share, they simply have 
different product offerings for different segments. Wuling offers a Car-A segment car called Air EV, 
whereas Hyundai offers a SUV-C called IONIQ 5.

The Malaysian NEV market shows a different picture with premium brands such as BMW, VOLVO, and 
Mercedes still occupying 63% of market share. This is due to the Malaysian economy being stronger 
than other countries in Southeast Asia; consumers have high purchasing power and are less price 
sensitive. When it comes to purchasing vehicles, Malaysians still tend to choose western brands as 
they are more brand conscious; product name and reputation successfully prevails over cost, but 
only once the brand is well known.

NEV brand share varies country to country, with only the Thailand and Indonesian markets mostly 
dominated by Chinese brands, and Malaysia still occupied by traditional European premium brands. 
Meanwhile, Vietnam is still at a very early stage, and currently only has local brand, Vinfast, with total 
sales in 2023 reaching 12,500 units. Whereas the Philippines has barely started on its NEV journey – 
while BYD ranks in first place, sales were only 581 units in 2023.

https://www.trade.gov/knowledge-product/malaysia-selling-factors-and-techniques#:~:text=Malaysians%20are%20also%20brand%20conscious,the%20brand%20is%20well%20known.
https://www.trade.gov/knowledge-product/malaysia-selling-factors-and-techniques#:~:text=Malaysians%20are%20also%20brand%20conscious,the%20brand%20is%20well%20known.
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Incentives and lower purchasing power are key driving forces for Thailand and Indonesian 
consumers. Malaysia, however, is a relatively developed country, and consumers are more brand 
orientated. There is opportunity within Indonesia and the Philippines, but these markets will be much 
harder to penetrate short-term. 

It will be much easier for Chinese OEMs to gain a place in the Thailand and Indonesian markets 
due to their cross-segment strategy, i.e. they offer high-price effectiveness products to the market, 
and both price and product specifications are better than their competitors. Additionally, in ICE 
era, Japanese brands dominated in the area, demonstrating consumers in these markets are more 
openminded to new brands. As Japanese brands currently do not have good NEV alternatives to 
appeal to the growing demand, it opens up big opportunities for OEMs looking to enter the  
Southeast Asian market.

Localisation is key
 
Preferential subsidy policies for new energy vehicles in Southeast Asia often add localised 
production requirements. For example, Thailand requires OEMs that acquire subsidies to sign 
an agreement with the government, and subsequent localised production must be achieved. The 
production volume is related to the amount of subsidies enjoyed in the early stage; Indonesian 
market subsidies are only limited to vehicles that offer domestic production. Therefore, Chinese 
OEMs must grasp opportunities to start localisation to conquer certain market share  
in the different regions. 
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Thailand: BYD, NETA, 
GMW ORA, SAIC MG,

SAIC GM WULING

Philippines: BYD, SAIC
MG, SAIC GM WULING

Malaysia: BYD, GMW
ORA, SAIC MG, NETA,

GEELY

Indonesia: SAIC MG, SAIC 
GM WULING

Vietnam: SAIC GM
WULING
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The below table illustrates OEMs’ current strategies for entering the Southeast Asian markets. 
Thailand’s government encourages localisation of vehicles, requiring foreign OEMs to eventually 
build plants in the country if they want to expand their business in the area. Other governments in the 
region have not implemented this localisation rule as yet, meaning OEMs are likely to choose CBU 
(completely built up) to enter the market to ensure costs are more controlled. 
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Knowledge is power
 
Having a detailed understanding of each market will be key to Chinese OEMs’ success in not only 
entering but also thriving in the Southeast Asian region. Access to the relevant data will play a pivotal 
role in enabling this, giving Chinese automakers the knowledge and insights to develop tailored 
product, marketing, and sales strategies for each country. 

Working with a data partner that can provide valuable global automotive intelligence on each country 
will enable Chinese OEMs to compare vehicle specifications, understand volumes, optimise market 
position, and identify regional trends for better, more informed strategies. 

Driving forward
Southeast Asia is a growing and thriving region with untapped potential for Chinese automakers 
looking to expand NEV market share globally. The saturated Chinese and European markets, along 
with a lack of NEV competition in the Southeast Asian area, makes it the ideal next step for OEMs 
wanting to increase sales volumes. 

OEMs should consider entering markets with more policy incentives but less competition such as 
Thailand and Indonesia, keeping the benefits of cross-segment strategy e.g. quality products that are 
cost-effective. 

Although Southeast Asia is usually seen as a region, each country does vary. OEMs should have a 
deep understanding of each market’s characteristics and offer products that suit local requirements. 
Working with a data partner that can provide access to insights for each market will be the secret 
weapon for Chinese automakers’ success in the region. 

About JATO
JATO is a leading global supplier of automotive market 
intelligence. Employing more than 800 experts globally in over 
50 countries, and supported by 20 regional offices, our offices 
are perfectly positioned to deliver your local automotive 
data needs.

For more information about JATO’s automotive market 
intelligence for Southeast Asia, please book a consultation 
with one of our experts. 

www.JATO.com

Tel: +44 (0)20 8423 7100

Email: enquiries@jato.com

X: @JATO_Dynamics

Linkedin: linkedin.com/company/JATO 
dynamics

www.JATO.com

