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ABSTRACT 

This case study examines Tesla Motors marketing strategy in Chinaôs highly competitive electric 

automobile market. Tesla, Inc. is an American electric vehicles (EVs) and clean energy company 

based in Palo Alto, California, United States. The company was founded in 2003 by a group of 

engineers, including now CEO Elon Musk, whose mission was to create electric vehicles that can be 

ñbetter, quicker and more fun to drive than gasoline carsò (About Tesla, 2020). Tesla entered the 

worldôs biggest auto market China in 2018, where demand for EVs is growing as the government 

pushes to clean up the environment. Using both traditional and innovative marketing methods, Tesla 

has been strengthening its position in the EV industry in China by product variation and marketing 

adaptation such as penetration pricing, additional charging stations, racing events, showroom parties 

and more. Fortunately, Tesla obtained permission to set up a manufacturing plant in Shanghai so the 

US-China trade war and its resultant tariffs would not adversely impact Tesla (Rapier, 2020). 

Moreover, Tesla has a strong brand name, deep pockets and cutting-edge technology. However, 

Chinaôs $60 billion EV market is dominated by Nio with a 28% market share, while Tesla has a 30% 

market share (Oberoi, 2020). Tesla faces many small local competitors such as Nio, WM Motors and 

Xpeng, as well as large multinational ones like Ford, Nissan and BMW. This case study describes 

Tesla and its key competitorsô product, pricing, distribution and communication strategies in the 

context of competitors, the target audience and other environmental factors.  

 

References available on request. 

 

Keywords: Tesla, China, electric vehicles, case study, emerging markets 

Track:  Student Submissions 
 

ID#: 1064 

mailto:hpowel12@students.kennesaw.edu
mailto:jzajac@students.kennesaw.edu


 
5 

DRAFT  - Atlantic Marketing Association Proceedings ï 2020 

February 6, 2021 

 

²ƘŜƴ .ƛƎ ƛǎ .ŀŘΥ .ǊŀƴŘ 5ƻƳƛƴŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
!ǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅ 5ŜŦƛŎƛǘ ƻŦ {ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ tǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ 
BEST STUDENT PAPER 

 

Author: Karen Anne Wallach, karen.wallach@emory.edu  

Faculty Sponsor: Jagdish Sheth, Ph.D., jagdish.sheth@emory.edu 

 

When Nike introduced its environmentally friendly shoe called ñConsideredò, CEO Mark Parker 

announced, ñSustainability is the future of Nikeò (Nike 2009). The initiative was a joint project with 

a non-profit organization, the product was created with sustainable materials, and the shoe was 

created by its top designers, winning several design awards. The launch was a large event in New 

York City and Nike quickly began a huge viral marketing campaign for Considered. For the worldôs 

largest shoe company, introducing a new shoe was something for which they were normally 

successful. However, within 12 months of its launch, Considered was discontinued due to low sales 

(Jana 2009). Today, you can find Considered shoes only on ebay and no mention of it anywhere on 

nike.com. 

 

Nike Considered is just one example of a big brand failing to successfully introduce a sustainable 

product. And while the $36 billion Nike brand is normally successful at launching athletic shoes 

(Forbes 2019), I propose that Nike failed with Considered because consumers did not see its efforts 

as authentic. Thus, while Nike may be authentic in the world of sneakers, Nike Considered was not 

authentic in the world of sustainability. This is increasingly relevant, as authenticity plays an 

important role in consumer decision-making and is prominent in consumerôs minds. Indeed, 90% of 

consumers say authenticity matters when deciding what brands to support (DeGruttola 2019). 

However, while authenticity is one of the most prevalent buzzwords for managers and academics 

(Becker et al 2019, Morhart et al. 2015), there is no empirical research on authenticity of existing 

brands and the purchase considerations of sustainable products. 

 

My research examines the launch efforts of brands around sustainable products and practices. I 

demonstrate that large brands face unique challenges that small brands may not encounter. I argue 

that these challenges are due to the consumer association of large brands with profit centricity which 

is perceived as inauthentic. This creates a paradox around sustainable business based on the rationale 

that profit seeking as a motive is regarded as ñfundamentally incompatible with social goodò 

(Bhattacharjee et al 2017, p.2). Thus, a conflict emerges from the prevailing measure of success in 

business around ñmaking moreò (i.e. more profit, production) against the core of sustainability which 

is focused on ñtaking lessò (i.e. less energy, chemicals, materials). Moreover, I propose that the 

paradox between profitability and sustainability is further amplified as the brand is perceived as 

bigger, negatively impacting both authenticity and purchase intent. 
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I propose that the key to an effective sustainability-centric launch is perceived authenticity by the 

consumer. Research has shown that a central feature of authenticity is a perceived motive that is 

genuine and sincere (Gilmore and Pine 2007). For example, Nike is a big brand known for its strong 

profits and dominance in the athletic shoe category. However, I infer that Nike Considered was not 

authentic because Nikeôs largess of profitability was not congruent with the more socially involved 

motivations expected of sustainability. Importantly, many big brands may face similar challenges as 

they try to introduce sustainable products. Understanding this phenomenon is crucial, as the 

paradigm shift towards environmental sustainability in business indicates the ñgreen consumerò is no 

longer a niche market. Indeed, as consumers increasingly seek sustainably focused products, 

environmental sustainability has evolved from a trend into todayôs business reality. In 2018, $128.5 

billion was spent on sustainable consumer products making up an impressive 22% of total store sales 

(Nielsen 2018). Sustainable products are also a key source of revenue growth: 50% of CPG growth 

from 2013 to 2018 came from sustainability marketed products, 90% of categories saw sustainability 

marketed products outperform the overall product category, and sustainable products grew five times 

faster than conventional products in the last five years (IRI 2018, Whelan and Kronthal-Sacco 2019). 

However, much of the growth in sustainability has been focused on smaller brands, with $22 billion 

in sales transferred from large to small brands from 2001-2016 (Daneshkhu 2018). This does not 

signal a good future for big brands. While large brands currently control the majority of market 

share, their growth rates have not kept up with the impressive growth of small brands. 

 

In my research, I show that a negative bias exists towards big brands and their sustainability efforts 

that leads to an authenticity deficit. In my work, I operationalize brand size under the construct of 

brand dominance, which is defined as the brand with the largest market share or a strong association 

between the parent category and a branded product (Shamsie 2003). While previous research has 

shown that consumers have generally positive beliefs and attitudes towards brands they perceive as 

big or dominant in a category (Carpenter and Nakamoto 1989, Kamins et al 2003), my research 

shows the opposite effect with dominant brands in the context of sustainability. Importantly, this 

work exposes how this deficit can be attenuated when dominant brands adopt sustainability efforts 

that show a profound commitment towards sustainability. 

 

Thus, in identifying the negative bias of consumers towards dominant brands introducing sustainable 

products, my findings underscore the importance of sustainability initiatives that demonstrate an 

increased commitment to recover from an authenticity deficit. 

 

For sustainability efforts, I theorize that strong brand dominance will lead to lower purchase intent 

compared to weak brand dominance. This is in contrast to the majority of the marketing literature 

which is predominantly positive in highlighting the advantages of strong brand dominance (i.e. 

ñbrand dominanceò). Such research shows consumers more positively evaluate dominant brands 

with brand extensions (Herr et al 2001), consumers infer quality with brand dominance (Hellofs and 

Jacobson 1999), and consumers experience lower risk perceptions and psychological benefits with 

dominant brands (Kamins et al. 2003). As such, brand dominance can minimize failure, enable 

brands to more successfully enter new categories, and dictate what attributes other brands must have 

in the category (Carpenter and Nakamoto 1990). Empirical evidence has shown positive correlations 
































































































































































