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Introduction

Motor racing is a global sports discipline, born in the late 19™ century as an
amateur recreational activity of the European upper class. Due to the popular acclaim of
car competitions, this activity soon transformed into a battleground for both specialized
racing teams and established automotive firms. Each racing entity hires the best drivers
available and strives to manufactures the fastest, most advanced vehicle within a
restrictive set of regulations, with the aim of winning the world’s most prestigious events
and demonstrating a superior technological prowess compared to the opposition. Besides
the technological aspect, racing can also provide clear commercial benefits to those who
participate in international professional competitions. Indeed, the prestige and fame of
several of today’s luxury automakers partly derive from their achievements in the world’s
most coveted competitions, including the Formula One World Championship and the 24
Hours of Le Mans. In some cases, success in motorsport ignited a strong sense of
belonging towards a brand, building massive communities of passionate enthusiasts and
creating national icons such as the Ferrari and McLaren marques. Therefore, it is not
surprising that direct participation in motor racing constitutes a pivotal option available
to automotive firms as part of their global marketing strategy. Moreover, the distinctively
cutting-edge nature of the discipline provides a marketing platform for technology firms,
through commercial or supply sponsorship agreements that can and increase their global
brand awareness and substantially influence a team’s performance on the race track. The
old “Win on Sunday, sell on Monday” motto perfectly captures these facets, though the
core meaning of the phrase has layered to include aspects such as brand awareness, image

and loyalty alongside pure sales.

The relevance of car racing for the marketing strategy of automotive and
technology firms has fluctuated depending on regulatory, economic and commercial
factors. After a sharp decline in cultural and technologic relevance during the 2010s, the
industry’s main actors have orchestrated a remarkable turnaround, establishing motor
racing as one of the fastest growing disciplines in the sports sector. Indeed, several
observers have labelled the current decade as a “golden age” and “renaissance” of
motorsports, driven by the remarkable financial stability and popularity of teams,

championships and drivers. Inevitably, this new-found stability and appeal have attracted



several of the world’s biggest automotive and technology companies to participate in
international racing competitions, at least in some capacity. One significant exception,
however, has emerged: despite the rise to global prominence of local car manufacturers
and the growth of interest and participation in both international and domestic racing,
Chinese firms have seemed reluctant to establish a comprehensive motorsport programme.
Only a handful of outliers have illustrated the opportunities and challenges provided by

this marketing effort in recent years, achieving different degrees of success.

The aim of this thesis is thus to analyse the potential marketing opportunities and
challenges for Chinese automotive and technology companies in the motorsport realm,
through an in-depth examination of relevant case studies. The first Chapter provides a
comprehensive introduction of the car racing industry: the opening section introduces the
most significant historical milestones of the discipline from its foundational steps to the
current landscape; the second part navigates through modern motor racing’s defining
characteristics, analysing the industry’s structure, key stakeholders, revenue streams, cost
composition, economic impact, regulatory frameworks, sustainability initiatives and
structural challenges; the third section dives into the evolving Chinese automobile racing
scene, exploring the main phases of its growth, the current high-profile events on national
soil, the policies measures implemented by local institutions, the development of racing
infrastructure, the role of high-level Chinese drivers, teams and engineers in international
racing and the media and digital coverage of the sport. The second Chapter examines the
marketing peculiarities of motor racing, highlighting how automotive firms can leverage
this platform to achieve business objectives. The first part provides a theoretical
framework and real-life examples regarding the branding opportunities and challenges of
both factory-owned and customer racing programmes. The second part comprises two
specific case studies, investigating the racing endeavours of two Chinese automotive
companies: Geely Group’s long-term and wide-ranging investments in the motorsport
sector and NIO’s short but impactful stint in Formula E. The third and final Chapter
explores the intricacies of sponsorship in the automobile racing sector, with a particular
focus on potential benefits for technology partners. The first part presents the fundamental
concepts of motorsport sponsorships and their concrete application in the discipline. The

final part is dedicated to the analysis of two case studies involving Chinese technology



firms: first, Lenovo’s Global Partnership agreement with the Formula One World

Championship; second, SenseTime’s Technical Partnership with the Sauber F1 Team.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to automobile racing

Car racing is defined by its governing body, Fédération Internationale de
I’ Automobile (FIA), as “any competition and related sport activity restricted to vehicles
that have at least four non-aligned wheels and are constantly and entirely controlled by a
driver on board of the vehicle”, comprising a wide range of disciplines (EY-Parthenon,
2021). It is a key component of the wider motorsports industry, which also includes
motorbike, aircraft, speedboat and other vehicle competitions. The first chapter aims to
introduce the highly complex and dynamic car racing scene, providing a strong contextual
basis on the development of its sporting, technical and commercial aspects both globally
and locally. The first section of the chapter focuses on the historical milestones of today’s
main global championships, emphasizing which personalities, brands and events have
shaped the industry. The second part provides an overview of the current key stakeholders
in automobile racing, highlighting their revenue streams, cost structures and sustainability
initiatives, while also presenting the economic impact of the industry and its structural
challenges. The third section analyses the Chinese car racing landscape, illustrating how
the domestic industry has evolved through the years, its current status and its possible
future developments. This insight introduces crucial players and contextual aspects of
China’s motor racing environment, providing a basis to analyse marketing opportunities

and challenges in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3.
1.1 Historical remarks on car racing s global success

Car racing originated at the end of the 19™ century in France, where the
automobile had begun to develop more quickly compared to the rest of the world. The
first-ever motoring contest was organised and publicised by journalist Pierre Giffard as a
127 km-long reliability trial for voitures sans chevaux (horseless carriages) to be held on
public roads between Paris and Rouen in 1894.! The event attracted strong interest at the
departing point in Porte Maillot due to its novelty and constant promotional effort,
convincing the newly-formed Automobile Club de France (ACF) to host city-to-city races
on an annual basis in the country. In 1898 cross-border events were also established,

linking Paris to other European capitals including Amsterdam, Berlin (1901), Vienna

! The event consisted of 21 participants driving combustion, steam or electric vehicles.



(1902) and Madrid (1903) and sparking great enthusiasm among aspiring drivers and
spectators. Parisian bourgeoisie and aristocracy also contributed to the establishment of
the first international institution for automobile clubs, the Association Internationale des
Automobile Clubs Reconnus (AIACR), in 1904 (Cofaigh, 2011). In the meantime, local
racing events also appeared in the United Kingdom, United States and Italy, signalling
the beginning of an international expansion. In its primordial phase, car racing was an
amateur sporting activity reserved to the ¢€lite and centred around a “major symbol of
progress, modernity, and technological excellence”, that is the automobile. According to
automotive historian Gijs Mom, while its cultural and organizational cradle resided in
France, the technical capital needed for its development mainly came from German

companies and engineers (Nass, 2023).

France’s status as the automobile and racing powerhouse was soon challenged
when the first international championship, the Gordon Bennett Cup (1900-1905), was
founded in 1899. Named after Paris-based American entrepreneur Gordon Bennett, the
event is considered a crucial starting point of motorsports, as it introduced key features
such as the national racing colours of competing countries: blue for France, white for
Germany, yellow for Belgium, green for the United Kingdom, etc. The yearly event,
organized in the country of the previous edition’s winner, caught the attention of the
public and manufacturers when a British car defeated the dominant French entries in 1902,
soon becoming a platform to showcase technological prowess, market innovative
products and boost national pride. The tense political and social climate in Europe at the
turn of the 20™ century also favoured the establishment of car racing as a peaceful arena
for national rivalry, as demonstrated by the heroic reception in Paris of 1904 Gordon
Bennett Cup winner Léon Théry.2 By 1905, car racing had established itself as a front-
page international phenomenon, which invited more and more companies and countries

to participate (Cofaigh, 2011).

After the abandonment of the Gordon Bennett Cup, the ACF staged in 1906 the
first ever Grand Prix event on closed public roads in Le Mans, but the event was

discontinued until 1911 due to humiliating defeats for French manufacturers in 1907 and

2 After winning the Gordon Bennett Cup in Germany, Théry returned to his home country through Alsace,
the region ceded by France to the German Empire in the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian war (1870).



1908, courtesy of FIAT and Mercedes respectively (Cofaigh, 2011). Before the outbreak
of World War I, an increasing number of yearly events characterised by an established
and exclusive format were organized in Europe and the United States: the greatest
examples are the Indianapolis 500 in the United States, which debuted in 1911 and is the
oldest car racing event to still take place as of 2025, and the Targa Florio in Italy (1906-
1977). Furthermore, frequent crashes and fatalities involving drivers and spectators, such
as those that forced the French and Spanish governments to cancel the 1903 Paris-Madrid
midway through and ban open-road racing (Rendall, 1997), encouraged the adoption of
closed-road racing and the use of purpose-built motorsport facilities, namely the
Milwaukee Mile in the United States (1903), Aspendale Racecourse in Australia (1905),
Brooklands in the United Kingdom (1907) and Indianapolis Motor Speedway in the
United States (1909).

The end of World War I allowed racing to resume, as car companies gradually
redirected their focus from war to automobile production and events could be safely held.
While the early 1920s were mainly characterized by technological breakthroughs, efforts
to establish an international series based on a technical and sporting formula set by the
ATACR’s Commission Sportive Internationale (CSI) came to life in 1925 with the AIACR
World Manufacturers’ Championship.® Given that by 1928 the Grand Prix formula had
stopped attracting automobile companies, the project proved unsuccessful and soon most
manufacturers pulled out of racing altogether, relying on privateers to run their race cars.
In spite of these events, the number of races in Western Europe kept growing and new
autodromes were built in the Continent, including Autodromo Nazionale di Monza in
Italy (1922), Autodrome de Montlhéry in France (1924) and Niirburgring in Germany
(1925). Endurance challenges and Grands Prix with less restrictive rulesets emerged and
quickly rose to fame, namely the 24 Hours of Le Mans in France (1923), the 24 Hours of
Spa in Belgium (1924), the Mille Miglia in Italy (1927) and the Monaco Grand Prix
(1929). Most of the premier events were staged in France and Italy, whose companies
(mainly Bugatti, Delage, FIAT and Alfa Romeo) dominated the Grand Prix scene through

the help of private racing teams such as Scuderia Ferrari,* while the British ‘Bentley Boys’

3 The first edition comprised four Grands Prix in the United States, France, Belgium and Italy. The
following year, Spain and the United Kingdom hosted a championship round as well.

4 Scuderia Ferrari began competing as an exclusive customer team of Italian manufacturer Alfa Romeo
(1929-1937) before becoming a full constructor in 1947.
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famously conquered endurance racing. Though struggling to regain manufacturer support
and technological relevance during the Great Depression, by the early 1930s motor
racing’s popularity reached new peaks, as its marketing relevance was still evident in the
context of international competition between brands. European and American drivers
regarded racing not only as a thrilling luxury experience, but also as an increasingly
lucrative activity thanks to large money prizes. At the same time, races were still
accessible and appealing for everyday people since they were mainly held on public roads
and governments saw racing success as an enhancement to national pride and image in a
period of relative peace (Rendall, 1997; Reuss et al., 2023). Furthermore, the car and
racing drivers became key symbolic and cultural elements of Modernist movements and
particularly of Italian Futurism, which celebrated technology, adventure, danger and

speed through literature, art and philosophy (Baxa, 2022).

Universally regarded as a ‘golden era’ of Grand Prix racing, the late 1930s were
characterized by two major phenomena: a first wave of globalization and an extreme
politicization. Although Western Europe remained the core of the Grand Prix scene,’
loosely regulated non-championship national events, conveniently labelled ‘Grands Prix’,
successfully took place in Scandinavia, Central Europe, Australia, South America, South
Africa and Italian and French colonies in North Africa. The car racing sector slowly
gained pace in Japan as well, boosted by the popularization of national races and the
construction of Tamagawa Speedway (1936), where the Nissan Motor Corporation and
future Honda founder Soichird Honda made their first steps in competitions (Satterfield,
2016). New Grand Prix regulations introduced by the AIACR for the annual European
Drivers’ Championship (1931-1932, 1935-1938) attracted manufacturer investment and
public interest, as races were characterized by technical innovation, increasing speeds and
spectacular displays by drivers. The new series became a battleground for the two
dominant forces of motorsports, Germany and Italy, whose totalitarian regimes actively
pursued racing success as a propaganda tool and a platform to showcase national
superiority. From 1933 to the outbreak of World War II, the governing National Socialist
Party granted large direct subsidies and bonuses to its two premier automobile companies,

Mercedes-Benz and Auto Union, with the aim of bringing glory to the German nation by

5 Seven different countries staged at least one ATACR European Drivers’ Championship race: Monaco,
France, Belgium, Switzerland, Germany, Italy and Spain.
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challenging each other and defeating foreign powers on the racetrack. This strategy
ultimately worked, as the legendary Silver Arrows’ dominated the Grand Prix scene and
won the European Drivers’ Championship for four consecutive years between 1935 and
1938 (Reuss et al., 2023). The only credible challenge for German excellence came from
Italian manufacturer Alfa Romeo, which also acted as a state-funded propaganda tool for
Benito Mussolini’s regime in Italy. As Baxa argues, despite trailing soccer and cycling in
terms of popularity, no other activity embodied Fascist values as much as car racing,
which became “the Fascist sport par excellence” due to its speed, bloodiness, emphasis
on technology and Decadent aesthetics. During the 1930s, Mussolini’s Italy inherited
from France the role of motorsport’s central hub, staging an increasing number of
prestigious events on its newly-built autodromes and modernized roads (Baxa, 2022).
Wins on foreign soil, namely Alfa Romeo’s famous success at the 1935 German Grand
Prix, were treated like national triumphs, while the Duce himself is reported to have

influenced racing decisions.®

As racing proved increasingly spectacular but less technology-driven, the drivers
eclipsed the cars to become the stars of the show for the first time. The first motorsport
celebrities were Italian aces Achille Varzi and Tazio Nuvolari: the former was a
methodical and calculated racer, the latter a flamboyant and fearless character loved by
the masses. Their totally opposed lifestyles, personality traits and driving characteristics
fuelled one of the fiercest rivalries in the history of the sport and divided the Italian public
into two contrasting factions, while both were depicted as the embodiment of the “Fascist
New Man” by national propaganda (Baxa, 2022). Rudolf Caracciola and Bernd
Rosemeyer, who dominated the Grand Prix scene for Mercedes-Benz and Auto Union
respectively, also became icons in Nazi Germany. In general, racing drivers from every
corner of the world were seen as wealthy peacetime heroes that lived adventurous lives,
constantly challenging and cheating death, while trying to bring glory for themselves and
their nations by piloting and sometimes engineering the most advanced machines (Wagg,
2023). Despite lacking a tight connection to state propaganda, racing drivers from the
United Kingdom, France and the United States also attracted fame before the outbreak of

World War 11, when many of them joined their nation’s armed forces. During the conflict,

6 Rendall, for instance, reports that Mussolini urged a reluctant Enzo Ferrari, whose team ran Alfa Romeo
cars, to sign Tazio Nuvolari in 1934.
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many decorated drivers had active roles in delicate military and intelligence operations
for the Allies, especially in the British Special Operations Executive (SOE) espionage
organisation: British agent William Grover-Williams, winner of the first edition of the
Monaco Grand Prix in 1929, who was imprisoned and executed by German soldiers in
the Sachsenhausen concentration camp; French agent Robert Benoist, multiple Grand
Prix winner for Delage in 1927, who was deported and killed in Buchenwald; French
agent Jean-Pierre Wimille, two-time winner of the 24 Hours of Le Mans before the war,
who survived the conflict and won several Grands Prix before a fatal racing crash in
Argentina in 1949. All three drivers have been recognised as wartime heroes by their

home countries (Saward, 2023).

After the end of the Second World War, racing struggled to resume due to
shortages of necessary equipment such as fuels, tyres and cars. Autodromes, which in
many cases had served as military bases, were either decayed (Indianapolis), severely
damaged by bombings (Monza, Le Mans), or abandoned altogether (Montlhéry,
Brooklands), momentarily making road racing the only viable option. The AIACR
changed its name to Fédération Internationale de 1’Automobile (FIA) in 1946, while for
the following year it developed a set of rules for international single-seater Grand Prix
racing based on pre-war technology and known as Formula One (or Formula A at the
time). After three years of unorganised competition, the FIA announced a new World
Drivers’ Championship for 1950, marking the beginning of the yearly Formula One World
Championship (F1). By this time, motorsport had successfully re-established itself as a
popular source of entertainment throughout Western Europe and the United States, where
it developed a markedly different style and aesthetic compared to common Grand Prix
racing. Italian manufacturers dominated the scene from 1947 to 1953, as Alfa Romeo and
Ferrari traded wins and their drivers, Italians Giuseppe Farina (1950) and Alberto Ascari
(1952-1953) and Argentinian Juan Manuel Fangio (1951) became the first Drivers’ World
Champions (Rendall, 1997). In 1953, the FIA established two other major series: the
World Sportscar Championship (WSCC), which included prestigious endurance
challenges such as the 24 Hours of Le Mans and the Mille Miglia, and the European Rally
Championship, which aimed to reproduce the adventurous vibe of city-to-city racing.
From 1958, the Federation began assigning a Constructors’ World Championship

alongside the drivers’ title in F1.
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The 1950s were also characterized by some of motorsport’s biggest documented
tragedies. In early 1955, American legend Bill Vukovich died during the Indianapolis 500
and two-time F1 World Champion Alberto Ascari lost his life while testing in Monza. At
that same year’s 24 Hours of Le Mans, Mercedes driver Pierre Levegh lost control of his
vehicle after a collision and flew into the crowd, killing more than 80 people in motor
racing’s deadliest accident ever. The ‘Le Mans disaster’ profoundly shook the racing
world: Mercedes retired mid-race from the event and pulled out of motorsports for thirty
years, despite being the dominant brand in both Sportscars and F1; the French, German,
Spanish and Swiss Grands Prix were cancelled, Switzerland banning all forms of circuit
racing on national soil until 2022; the Carrera Panamericana, among the most prestigious
and dangerous Sportscar events in the world having claimed the life of a reported 27
people in five editions, was scrapped by the Mexican government (Rendall, 1997). In
1957, the Italian government decreed the end of the famous but deadly Mille Miglia and
banned racing on public roads after the ‘Guidizzolo tragedy’, which claimed the life of
nine spectators (five of whom were children), Ferrari ace Alfonso de Portago and his co-
driver (Wagg, 2023). In 1961, Ferrari driver Wolfgang von Trips and 15 spectators died

after a crash at the Italian Grand Prix in Monza.

After the all-conquering Mercedes pulled out of racing in 1955, Italian brands
Lancia, Ferrari and Maserati dominated the Grand Prix and Sportscar scene alongside
Fangio, who won five World Drivers’ Championships before retiring in 1958. By the end
of the decade, though, independent British teams caught up with the manufacturers in the
Grand Prix specialty, introducing radical technological innovations such as rear-engine
cars and monocoque chassis. Hence, the United Kingdom became F1’s heartland in the
1960s as it also produced most of its best drivers, namely Graham Hill, Jim Clark and
Jackie Stewart. The teams that defined the 1960s and early 1970s were small entities
founded by passionate entrepreneurs (Vanwall, BRM), engineers (Cooper, Lotus), drivers
(Brabham, McLaren, Tyrrell) or a combination of the three, who assembled their race cars
around the best possible engine and components that they could purchase while their
designers developed new solutions or adapted existing technologies to racing. For this
reason, Enzo Ferrari labelled them ‘Garagisti’, undermining their business model
compared to the classic approach of complete in-house manufacturing employed up until

then by racing teams (Rendall, 1997; Jenkins et al., 2023). Meanwhile, the WSCC lived
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its most glorious phase in the late 1960s, as Ford famously challenged Ferrari’s
dominance in the category and triumphed at the 24 Hours of Le Mans for four consecutive

years (1966-1969).”

The 1960s and 1970s also laid the foundations for F1°s global commercial success.
By 1967, the championship had established an eleven-race calendar with events in Europe,
North America and South Africa. Interest in the championship increased consistently, as
drivers from all corners of the Western world, including Australia, New Zealand, Mexico,
Brazil and South Africa, had begun challenging the proven racers of Western Europe and
the United States. In 1965, Honda became the first non-European team to win a Grand
Prix,® while Australian engine manufacturer Repco became World Champion with the
Brabham team in 1966 and 1967 (Rendall, 1997). In 1968, the FIA lifted the ban on
commercial sponsorships, which until then were granted exclusively to fuel, tyre and
automotive manufacturers. The liberalization of sponsorship allowed fresh capital to flow
into racing teams, providing them with the money that they needed to invest in research,
development and performance, and starting a virtuous cycle that continues to this day.
Financial backing mainly came from the tobacco industry, and livery design shifted away
from national to sponsorship colours (Wagg, 2023). Despite these advancements and a
big appetite for racing all around the globe, race broadcasting remained sporadic and
fragmented until the late 1970s, when Brabham owner Bernie Ecclestone became the head
of the Formula One Constructors’ Association (FOCA) and negotiated lucrative television
rights deals with national broadcasters across the globe (Sturm, 2023). The 1960s also
marked the beginning of a long and consistent effort by the FIA, teams and racing drivers
to improve safety in car racing, as the increasing speeds were not matched by
improvements in driver protection solutions both inside the cockpit and at the circuits.
The sport’s inherent dangerousness and often deadliness, which had killed most of the
greatest champions of the immediate pre- and post-war era, became less and less tolerable
for institutional and commercial stakeholders after the tragedies of the 1950s and 1960s.

Fatal accidents remained a prominent factor in Grand Prix and Sportscar racing

7 The rivalry between Ford and Ferrari at the 1966 24 Hours of Le Mans inspired the movie Ford v Ferrari
(2019), directed by James Mangold.
8 Excluding winners of the Indianapolis 500, part of the F1 calendar from 1950 to 1960.
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throughout the 1970s, but drivers forced organizers to listen to their concerns through
activism and boycotts, such as the one that led to the cancellation of the 1969 Belgian
Grand Prix. By this time, racing was already shifting away from closed public roads to
permanent autodromes or temporary street tracks, whose reduced length could allow
quick medical intervention and prompt marshalling around the racecourse (Wagg, 2023).
Elsewhere, Porsche and Matra became the dominant forces in the WSCC, which was
slowly losing manufacturer support and public interest due to high costs and poor
competition (Orlove, 2016). Meanwhile, in 1973 the FIA established the World Rally
Championship (WRC) by integrating famous national or regional events in Europe, Africa
and North America into one series. The series soon became a platform for competition
between car companies, as Lancia broke the tradition of fielding tuned road vehicles by
developing the first bespoke rally racing car for 1974, soon followed by the other
manufacturers (Tickell et al., 2023).

F1’s visibility benefitted massively from Ecclestone’s commercial deals with
broadcasters, sponsors and circuits, while open rulesets allowed manufacturers to return
and experiment new technologies. From the late 1970s to the early 1990s, the series
arguably produced the best racing, fastest rate of innovation, fiercest rivalries, strongest
characters and biggest controversies in its history, as it affirmed itself as a lucrative high-
tech international industry as well as one of the three main global sporting events
alongside the FIFA World Cup and the Summer Olympics (Rendall, 1997). In 1977, the
F1 season comprised of a record seventeen races,'® reaching markets such as Brazil,
whose drivers consistently challenged European and North American aces, Canada and
Japan. The year was a pivotal one in F1 history, as major technical innovations such as
ground effect, turbocharged engines and radial tyres were introduced. The global success
of the championship soon created a power struggle between its two key stakeholders:
FOCA, whose goal was to professionalise the organisation of F1 and to seize control of
the sport’s commercial rights, served the interests of independent British teams, while

Fédération Internationale du Sport Automobile (FISA), an autonomous sub-committee of

% Between 1967 and 1971, iconic drivers such as Lorenzo Bandini, Jim Clark, Jochen Rindt, Pedro
Rodriguez, Bruce McLaren and many others lost their life due to crashes. In Winning Is Not Enough: The
Autobiography, three-time F1 World Champion and safety advocate Jackie Stewart tells that between 1963
and 1973 he saw 57 friends and colleagues die in motor racing crashes.

10 The number of races in one season never surpassed 17 until 2004.
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the FIA, formed an alliance with manufacturers Ferrari, Renault ad Alfa Romeo. After
Ecclestone threatened to leave the sport and create an independent championship, the
FISA-FOCA war resulted in the signing by all teams of the Concorde Agreement, which
to this day defines F1’s commercial terms. Furthermore, the settlement secured
Ecclestone the right to negotiate television contracts for all races, allowing the series to
be broadcasted live and worldwide from 1982 onwards, while the teams enjoyed a greater
degree of financial stability thanks to larger commercial revenues and money prizes
(Evens et al., 2023). Alongside F1, the WSCC and rallying also flourished in the 1980s.
A new, open-design technical cycle called ‘Group C’ regulations, introduced by the FIA
in 1982, encouraged manufacturer participation in endurance racing, as the dominant
Porsche cars were challenged by Aston Martin, Lancia, Toyota, Nissan, Mercedes-Benz,
Jaguar, Peugeot and Mazda. That same year, the FIA launched ‘Group B’ regulations in
the WRC, as the organizers satisfied the extremely influential manufacturers’ desire to
make rallying a testing ground for new technologies and a marketing platform for their
brands. !! Little restrictions to power and technical development provided exciting
rallying, but the cars grew increasingly dangerous and were banned for 1987, after two
fatal accidents in the previous season. As WSCC’s and WRC’s popularity grew, Bernie
Ecclestone and Max Mosley, a long-time associate of F1’s boss and future FIA President
(1993-2009), saw an opportunity to professionalise and financialise the two categories in
the same way they did with F1, taking control of their commercial and promotional

matters at the end of the 1980s (Tickell et al., 2023).

By 1982, turbocharged cars had ended the fifteen year-long domination of F1 by
the Ford-Cosworth DFV engine, with manufacturers such as BMW, Porsche and Honda
joining the series as partners of the Brabham, McLaren and Williams teams respectively.
While all three won at least one title, the Japanese brand dominated Grand Prix racing
from 1986 to 1991, as it partnered with Williams (1984-1987) and McLaren (1988-1992)
and conquered all but one Drivers’ and Constructors’ Championship before leaving racing.
The Williams-Renault partnership then developed two of F1’s most advanced cars ever,
mastering electronic systems such as active suspensions, traction control and anti-lock

braking and dominating the championship in 1992 and 1993. The FIA intervened to

' Manufacturers dominated the sport as in 1984, for instance, as many as eleven car companies had taken
part in at least one championship round with their factory team.
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prohibit these devices from 1994 onwards, as their high development costs and excessive
driver aid killed spectator and manufacturer interest. Despite the cars getting faster and
faster, a fact that led to the ban of ground effect aerodynamics at the end of 1982 and
turbocharged engines at the end of 1988, Grand Prix single-seaters got increasingly safe
thanks to new features such as the carbon fibre monocoque. At this point in time, iconic
racing drivers such as Alain Prost, Nelson Piquet, Ayrton Senna and Nigel Mansell had
reached superstar status, as their on-track displays, off-track personalities and heated
rivalries made them national and global heroes for millions. The deaths of Austrian
debutant Roland Ratzenberger and Brazilian three-time World Champion Senna at the
1994 San Marino Grand Prix shattered F1°’s illusion of safeness, derived from a twelve-
year stretch without any driver casualty during a race weekend. (Rendall, 1997).!? The
two Imola tragedies forced F1 and the FIA to act on the grounds of safety, hence the cars
and some circuits were made slower and safer. The late 90s were dominated by British
teams Benetton-Ford, Williams-Renault and McLaren-Mercedes, as German champion
Michael Schumacher took over the role of driver superstar vacated after Senna’s death.
Meanwhile, Ecclestone’s time at the helm of WSCC and WRC yielded completely
different results in the 1990s. After the abandonment of ‘Group C’ regulations for 1992
and the introduction of new engine rules, the endurance series disappeared the following
year due to high costs, low participation and a loss of interest from manufacturers, some
of which jumped to F1 after realising that the Sportscars powertrains they had developed
for 1992 were good enough for the pinnacle of motorsports (Orlove, 2016). In the late
80s, WRC entered the ‘Group A’ era, which marked a technical step down from the
previous generation of rally cars but provided exciting racing and consolidated its place
in the motorsport industry. Despite rallying’s format being intrinsically unsuited to
television broadcasting, the efforts to commercialise the series during the 1990s made it
extremely popular in Europe, East Asia, Africa and South America, thanks to the
championship’s road-derived cars, established brands, charismatic drivers and global

footprint.!* Lancia dominated the first six years of ‘Group A’ regulations and then left the

12 In 1982, Canadian ace Gilles Villeneuve and Italian driver Riccardo Paletti lost their lives at the Belgian
and Canadian Grands Prix respectively. In 1986, Italian driver Elio de Angelis also died in a testing crash.
13 WRC became the only international motorsport series to race in all five continents from 1996 to 1999.
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series, which became a fighting ground for Japanese brands Toyota, Subaru and

Mitsubishi (Naess, 2014; Tickell et al., 2023).

After four failed attempts from 1996 to 1999, at the turn of the century
Schumacher led Ferrari back to Championship glory, as F1’s most popular team returned
to winning ways after twenty-one years. The Ferrari-Schumacher partnership dominated
the series until 2005, when they were beaten by Renault and Fernando Alonso, and the
German surpassed Fangio’s record of five Drivers’ Championships as he settled for seven.
After the difficulties and controversies of the late 1990s, the early 2000s brought a new
wave of car manufacturers and public interest towards F1, on the back of the increasing
media exposure of the series and its continuous expansion into new promising
international markets (Jenkins et al., 2023). At the peak of its first ‘Corporate era’ in 2004,
seven out of the ten teams were either involved in an exclusive technical partnership with
or directly owned by a car manufacturer: Ferrari, Williams-BMW, McLaren-Mercedes,
Renault, BAR-Honda, Jaguar and Toyota. Having had a largely unchanged schedule since
the mid-1980s, when the Australian and Hungarian Grands Prix were added, Ecclestone
agreed to stage new events in Asian markets including Malaysia (1999), Bahrain (2004),
China (2004), Turkey (2005), Singapore (2008) and Abu Dhabi (2009). As the number of
races and car manufacturers grew along the championship’s prize money and visibility,
the high-stakes environment of F1 became fiercely and sometimes excessively
competitive, as the win-at-all-costs mentality of the teams deviated into some of sport’s
biggest scandals and malpractices.'* Then, the Great Recession hit the world: as Honda,
Toyota and BMW abandoned the expensive series in order to divert investments towards
their core business, F1 continued with only three engine manufacturers, a majority of
underfunded teams and a tarnished image from its scandals (Khorounzhiy, 2020). WRC’s
trajectory in the 2000s followed a similar pattern to that of F1: strong manufacturer
involvement in the first few years of the ‘World Rally Car’ ruleset (1997-2021); multiple
car companies withdrawing as a result of rising costs and the Great Recession,
contributing to the promoter’s financial struggles; a long period of domination by Citroén
and Sébastien Loeb, who won nine consecutive titles from 2004 to 2012; an effort to

expand into new markets (Nass, 2014).

14 F1’s cheating scandals are analysed more in-depth in Chapter 2.
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The 2010s proved extremely challenging for F1, as many factors led to a decline
in worldwide interest towards the championship. Long periods of domination by the Red
Bull Racing-Sebastian Vettel (2010-2013) and Mercedes AMG-Lewis Hamilton (2014-
2020) pairings drew spectators away from the pinnacle of racing, !° similarly to what had
happened during the Ferrari-Schumacher era. Furthermore, F1 failed to establish itself for
the long-term in new key markets such as Turkey (2005-2011), South Korea (2010-2013)
and India (2011-2013), due to the impossibility for Grand Prix promoters to stage an
economically sustainable event and organizational shortcomings. Another factor of the
decline is the switch in 2014 from naturally aspirated V8 engines to V6 turbocharged
hybrid power units, whose quietness deprived fans of one of the championship’s key
features, that is the roaring sound of the cars. While Ecclestone’s strenuous denigratory
campaign against the adoption of these engines overshadowed their high technological
value, the complexity of the power units also turned away car manufactures, as only
Honda joined the series in 2015. The 2014 season was also marked by tragedy, as 20 years
after Senna’s death French driver Jules Bianchi suffered a fatal crash when he hit a
recovery vehicle at the Japanese Grand Prix (Benson, 2021). The championship’s biggest
weakness, though, was the lack of a digital strategy, as Ecclestone, who had single-
handedly led F1 since 1987, disregarded the advent of social media as a marketing avenue.
Furthermore, in the 2010s the championship changed its media strategy, transferring live
event broadcasting from free-to-air channels to pay-tv and, as a result, losing millions of
casual and low-income fans in key markets such as Italy, the United Kingdom and France
(Sturm, 2023). The establishment of Formula E exacerbated F1°’s identity crisis, as the
new full-electric championship got off to an impressive start in 2014. The series triggered
curiosity among casual and long-standing racing fans due to its novelty and street racing
format, while also immediately gathering credibility due to the strong support of the
automotive industry, the presence of reputable institutional supporters and the high level
of its drivers. Formula E’s momentum carried on into the 2020s, as it quickly gained
World Championship status from the FIA and expanded globally, although challenges
such as a decline in manufacturer support, swings in public interest, questionable racing
quality and an inconsistent schedule have emerged (Nass et al., 2021). The rebirth in

2012 of a global endurance series, the FIA World Endurance Championship (WEC),

15 The only other driver to win a championship in the 2010s was Nico Rosberg (Mercedes) in 2016.
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around the ‘Le Mans Prototype’ rules kickstarted an era of strong competition between
Porsche, Audi and Toyota, although by 2018 only the Japanese manufacturer had
remained involved. To contrast this decline, the FIA introduced in 2022 the ‘Le Mans
Hypercar’ regulations, which since 2023 have attracted a new wave of car manufacturers
to the global championship and drawn more and more fans towards endurance racing.
The WRC also suffered a crisis when its promoter’s parent company collapsed just before
the 2012 season. In 2013, the FIA awarded promotional rights to a new entity led by
Austrian firm Red Bull Media Group, which has focused on launching its digital
broadcasting app, engaging with its niche fanbase and stabilizing the championship’s
finances. Nevertheless, manufacturer interest towards the premier rallying class waned
during the 2010s, which on the sporting front were dominated by Volkswagen and
Sébastien Ogier, as only three car companies (Ford, Hyundai and Toyota) remain involved

as of 2025 (Tickell et al., 2023).

In 2016, American company Liberty Media Corporation purchased Formula One
Group from private equity firm CVC Capital Partners for US$4,4 billion, bringing
Ecclestone’s thirty-year reign to an end. Despite dealing with unpredictable challenges
such as the breakouts of the Covid-19 pandemic and the Russo-Ukrainian war, which
forced the series to quickly adapt to changes in the global status quo, the new ownership
has successfully revolutionised the championship through a number of initiatives,
including: the negotiation of a fairer and more equal system of prize money and
commercial revenue distribution to the teams in the latest Concorde Agreements; the
introduction of a budget cap to level the playing field and ensure team stability on the
financial front; the development alongside the FIA of new technical regulations designed
to improve the quality of racing; the transformation of Grands Prix into local festivals
that include concerts, exhibitions and other cultural and entertainment activities alongside
the racing; the establishment of a comprehensive presence on social media in order to
open the doors of the sport to a younger audience and increase fan engagement; the
strengthening of old partnerships and signing of lucrative new deals with broadcasting
partners and sponsors; the launch of FITV, its official over-the-top streaming platform;
the commitment to a reduction in carbon emissions by engaging in sustainable practices
in components production, operations and logistics; the enhancement of collaborations

with local promoters, communities, institutions and key opinion leaders across F1’s main
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markets; the identification of new marketing opportunities such as an Esports
championship, a Netflix docu-series titled Formula 1: Drive to Survive (2019-), a licensed
Hollywood blockbuster titled F'/: The Movie (2025); the pursuit of American fans and
corporations in order to establish the series in its most elusive market; the globalization
of the championship’s schedule, with new races added in Saudi Arabia (2021), Qatar
(2021), Miami (2022) and Las Vegas (2023), bringing the total number of events to
twenty-four per season; the introduction of new engine rules for 2026, which have
succeeded in attracting new car manufacturers alongside established powerhouses Ferrari,
Mercedes and Honda (Evens et al., 2023; Sturm, 2023; Hawes, 2024). Overall, Liberty
Media has successfully transformed F1 in an entertainment and technology behemoth, as
reports put each of the ten teams’ valuation at over US$1 billion (Sportico, 2024). On the
sporting front, British driver Lewis Hamilton conquered six Drivers’ Championship titles
in seven years (2014-2015,2017-2020) to match Schumacher’s all-time record, but Dutch
ace Max Verstappen beat him in 2021 to inaugurate his own four-year domination of the
championship. His Red Bull-Honda RBPT team won the Constructors’ titles of 2022 and
2023 to end Mercedes’ run of eight consecutive triumphs, before being dethroned by a

resurgent McLaren in 2024 and 2025.
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1.2 An economic analysis of the car racing industry

Automobile racing is a unique industry, as it constitutes an irreplicable intersection
between sports and technology, given that the complementary interaction between human
and machine is the crucial factor in producing a successful outcome. The sector is divided
into multiple disciplines, which can be categorized based on the type of four-wheel
vehicle that is driven by the competitors. The most common distinction is between open-
wheel, open-cockpit single-seaters, also known as Formula cars, and closed-wheel,
closed-cockpit two-seaters, which can be further divided into rally cars, sports cars,
touring cars, stock cars and many others. The most prestigious open-wheel championships
are Formula One (F1), Formula E, IndyCar and Super Formula, all of which (excluding
Formula E) are supported by a feeder series system in which young talented drivers grow
and hone their skills driving smaller single-seaters before turning professional. Renowned
closed-wheel series include the World Endurance Championship (WEC), World Rally
Championship (WRC), IMSA, GT World Challenge, DTM, Super GT, TCR World Tour
and NASCAR (Simiyu, 2023). Among the series cited above, four have attained FIA
World Championship status, each reaching a global audience and standing as the pinnacle
of a distinct discipline: F1 for traditional single-seater open-wheel racing, Formula E for
electric racing, WEC for endurance racing and WRC for rallying (fia.com, 2025).

Therefore, these four series are the main focus of the chapter’s analysis.
1.2.1 Industry structure and segmentation

Auto racing encompasses an intricate network of entities, all of which contribute
to the successful organization, production and operation of motor sports events around
the world. Developing from the analysis by Xue et al. (2011) on the stakeholder map of
the Chinese Grand Prix, it is possible to affirm that the industry is centred around three
pillars, in the absence of which no event could be possibly staged: championships, circuits
and teams & drivers. Each different championship has an established sporting and
technical format, which are determined either by the series itself or, more frequently, in
partnership with an independent regulator. The teams and their drivers are the sporting
entities and athletes that participate in the competitions, aiming to claim the most points
and win both the teams’ and drivers’ title (Xue et al., 2011). This combination makes car

racing a hybrid team-individual sport, since the technical manufacturing, development
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and operation of the vehicle is performed by a collective of engineers, mechanics and
other key background personnel, while races are contested individually between drivers,
whose task is to extract the ultimate level of performance from their equipment in all
conditions (Rockerbie et al., 2022). Circuits, which are the venues in which a
championship round is staged, also play a pivotal role due to each facility’s unique layout,
asphalt grip level and many other technical factors, all of which influence greatly the
sporting product. In circuit racing, tracks can be classified into three types based on their
facilities, according to Article 2 of the FIA’s Appendix O to the International Sporting
Code: permanent tracks are purpose-built autodromes, such as Shanghai International
Circuit; semi-permanent circuits are purpose-built autodromes incorporating sections of
public road, such as Circuit de la Sarthe in France; non-permanent courses are temporary
tracks that are established only for the duration of an event, such as Marina Bay Street
Circuit in Singapore (fia.com, 2025). Circuits are also commonly categorized as road
(purpose-built facilities with a combination of left and right-hand corners), oval (purpose-
built facilities with only left-hand banked corners) or street courses (temporary facilities
using public roads with little runoff area), based on their configuration (racingcircuits.info,

2025).

Another key stakeholder in the global motorsport sector is its governing body, the
FIA, whose role is to oversee the technical, regulatory and safety aspect of its sanctioned
championships. In partnership with the commercial rights holder of each series, the
International Federation cyclically develops a new set of technical rules in order to shake
up the competitive balance, tackle certain technological or sporting challenges and
increase a championship’s appeal for car manufacturers and sponsors through cost-cutting
measures or the introduction of new technologies. Furthermore, the FIA focuses on
refereeing races, as it employs the permanent championship Race Director and a rotating
panel of stewards in order to ensure that relevant technical and sporting rules are respected
at all time and to inflict appropriate sanctions in case of a violation. The FIA also conducts
thorough research on safety devices for motor racing and possesses the right to change its
regulations at all times on the grounds of safety (Nass, 2018).'® Finally, another key

responsibility of the international body is to provide a license to teams, drivers and even

16 The governance structure of most championships, including F1, requires either unanimity or a super-
majority of votes by team, FIA and series representatives in order to change regulations mid-season.
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autodromes to allow them to take part in or host an FIA-sanctioned event. Races occur
on circuits graded from 1 to 4 by the Federation, which has the authority to grant, negate
or withdraw a renewable license after evaluating circuit infrastructures, layout, safety
features, environmental impact, and following specific minimum requirements for each
Grade (fia.com, 2025)."” Because of its role, the international body is seen as a strong
political entity, whose decisions often clash with the commercial and technological

interests of championships, teams and other external stakeholders (Naess, 2018).

Depending on their level of involvement in a racing team, car companies and
suppliers can be both internal or external stakeholders, as in some cases they are an
integral part of team operations. In general, car manufacturers take part in motor racing
to leverage the marketing platform provided by a championship and experiment new
high-tech solutions on the track, being involved through either direct ownership of a
stable or a technical partnership as a supplier (Biermann, 2023). Automotive companies
also own some of the world’s most famous circuits, namely Honda’s Suzuka International
Racing Course, Toyota’s Fuji Speedway and Ferrari’s Autodromo Internazionale del
Mugello (autoindustriya.com, 2020). Similarly to other high-level global sports, a key
external stakeholder of car racing are sponsors, whose fundamental role in the industry is
analysed in Chapter 3. Alongside circuit owners and event promoters, local institutions,
authorities and businesses are also crucial stakeholders in the successful organization and
operation of each single event, as staging a round of a global racing series can have a
strong economic and reputational impact on a host city or region. Furthermore, media and
broadcasters are a key component of the motorsport machine, as they connect a
championship and all the aforementioned relevant stakeholders with the end consumer,

that is racing fans (Xue et al., 2011).

Racing championships compete against each other to capture the attention of fans
around the world, providing entertainment and action during most weekends of the year.
While some national series, such as the American NASCAR Series and IndyCar
Championship, entice an international fanbase, the four FIA-sanctioned World

Championships mentioned above are recognized as truly global series, as their events are

17 The license mandates what racing categories can be hosted on the track, according to the weight-to-power
ratio of the cars. For instance, F1 events can only take place on FIA Grade 1 circuits.
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staged in numerous different markets, attracting international teams, drivers, brands,
manufacturers and fans. F1 is the only mass-market racing category, with an estimated
826,5 million fans and a total of 97 million social media followers at the end of 2024
(libertymedia.com, 2025). The series is recognized as the pinnacle of motor racing, due
to its commercial success across its rich history and the speed of its hybrid prototypes,
which are the fastest and most technologically advanced cars in the world, thus needing
to be driven by highly skilled and trained athletes. As of 2025, the typical F1 season
comprises of 24 events held in 21 different countries across all continents, excluding
Africa (formulal.com, 2025). The typical race weekend is divided into four days:
Thursday is dedicated to technical preparation and media activities, with no action on
track; on Friday, two one-hour long Free Practice sessions are held; on Saturday, the last
free practice hour is followed by Qualifying, where drivers set the fastest possible single
lap time to obtain an optimal starting position; Sunday is Grand Prix day, where the
drivers aim to take the chequered flag first to win the race and gain points in the
championship.'® In 2021, F1 introduced a new format for selected rounds called F1 Sprint,
whereby the second and third Free Practice sessions are replaced by a shorter Sprint
Qualifying and Sprint Race, the latter awarding a fraction of the points distributed after
each Grand Prix (fia.com, 2025). In comparison to its main competitors, F1 positions
itself as a premium entertainment experience, as the series i1s commonly associated with
exotic locations, wealth, technological sophistication, fame and aspirational luxury
brands from the automotive, fashion, watchmaking and beverage sectors (Sturm, 2014).
The pricing of F1 tickets is therefore higher compared to all other racing series, with

three-day grandstand access costing $482 on average in 2025 (Balfour, 2025).

WEC is the pinnacle of endurance sports car racing, staging eight events in Europe,
Asia and the Americas. The series was born in 2012 as a joint venture between the FIA
and Automobile Club de 1I’Ouest (ACO), which owns the historic Circuit de la Sarthe in
Le Mans, France (Aversa et al., 2018). It comprises two different categories that race at
the same time on the same track: advanced sports prototypes, known as Hypercars, and
racing variants of road-legal grand tourer vehicles, called GT3s. The typical weekend

structure mirrors that of F1, with three practice sessions followed by qualifying and the

18 The distance of all Grands Prix is 300 kilometres plus one lap, except the shorter Monaco Grand Prix.
Races typically last around one hour and a half.
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race, with the exception of the 24 Hours of Le Mans, which begins on Wednesday to
accommodate for the longer race duration and the Saturday start. The French classic, one
of motorsport’s most coveted triumphs, assigns double points in the championship and is
the only contest to last 24 hours, as the rest of the eight-round calendar is split between 6,
8 and 10-hour long races. Due to the length of the races, three drivers generally share one
car, each being required to spend a minimum amount of time behind the wheel (fia.com,
2025). Therefore, while in F1 most of the attention is reserved to the driver and the car’s
ultimate speed, endurance racing shifts the focus on team operations, reliability and
consistency, as it provides an ideal testbed of high-performance products and components
to manufacturers (Aversa et al., 2018). Being a relatively new series that revived an
historic and famous discipline, WEC occupies a niche in auto racing, mostly appealing to
die-hard fans interested in the technical and operational dynamics of long duration races,
though the recent explosion of international car manufacturers taking part in the series
has accelerated its growth and broadened its fanbase (Horton, 2025). Despite a growing
demand, the price for attending a WEC events is much lower compared to F1, as standard

three-day tickets for European events in 2025 start on average at €60."

Formula E is the newest global racing series, having staged its first event in 2014,
but it has managed to establish a recognizable brand and format that makes it stand out in
the industry. Differently from the other series analysed in this chapter, Formula E cars are
largely standardised, as development and innovation are restricted to crucial software
systems and the rear of the car, including the electric motor, inverter and rear suspension
(Neaess etal.,2021). In Season 11, the all-electric series staged 16 races at 10 venues across
Europe, Asia and the Americas, employing a compressed weekend format: on single-race
weekends, the practice, qualifying and E-Prix take place on the same day, either a
Saturday or Sunday, and a practice session is scheduled for the prior evening (fia.com,
2025).2° Races are mainly held on narrow street circuits or shortened permanent tracks,
running for a fixed number of laps, and last typically less than one hour both for
technological constraints related to the electric powertrain’s limited energy output and for

marketing purposes. Thanks to the support of the automotive industry and an impressive

19 Ticket prices for WEC, Formula E and WRC are sourced from each championship round’s official online
ticketing provider.

20 Double-header rounds such as the Chinese E-Prix offer two races per weekend, with identical schedules
on Saturday and Sunday.
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roster of drivers, Formula E is recognized as a credible racing category, positioning itself
as a pioneering, disruptive, unpredictable and sustainable championship in the motor
sport ecosystem and attracting an increasing number of young, urban and environmentally
conscious fans (Nass et al., 2021). The series has also made fan accessibility its priority
by staging street races in some of the world’s biggest cities and, at the same time, keeping
one-day grandstand admission ticket prices affordable, starting at €40 for most European

races in 2025.

Finally, WRC is the highest expression of rallying, a completely distinct discipline
from circuit racing that recaptures the erratic and adventurous feeling of the city-to-city
contests held in the early 1900s. Rally cars never race side-by-side, most events requiring
the drivers and navigators to get from one location to another in the least possible time,
on closed public roads over tarmac, gravel, mud or snow surfaces (Nass et al., 2014).
WRC cars, following the Rally1 ruleset, are purposed-built combustion vehicles utilizing
extreme engineering solutions to tackle rough terrain and frequent knocks on the chassis.
Rally courses typically stretch over 300 kilometres and are divided into multiple stages,
which are connected to each other by non-competitive open road sections. The event starts
on Thursday with a promotional opening ceremony and technical shakedown, while
Friday and Saturday host the most demanding and crucial stages, in some cases stretching
into the night.*! On Sunday, the final few stages of the overall rally are held before the
Power Stage, a standalone competition awarding bonus points to its top-5 finishers
(fia.com, 2025). As one of the longest-standing global racing series, the WRC has accrued
a strong following across the world, with events across all continents apart from North
America while in certain areas, namely Scandinavia and part of South America, rallying
is traditionally more popular than circuit racing. The discipline occupies a peculiar niche
in the motorsport industry: it is the rawest and wildest form of racing, appealing to both
purists and least knowledgeable fans, and focusing on authenticity and adventure as its
key features (Nass et al., 2021). Finally, the WRC values accessibility as a key feature of

the championship, as fans watching form specific areas of the course at some events,

2! Cars can be repaired only at a fixed time between multiple stages, making driving precision, durability
and reliability key differentiating factors.
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namely those in Southern Europe, can attend free of charge. Full weekend ticket prices

for most Northern European rallies, though, start at €90.
1.2.2 Revenue streams for championships, teams and autodromes

The four main global motorsport series share common sources of revenue.
According to Liberty Media’s 2024 financial report, “Primary Formula 1 revenue”, which
comprises 80,7% of F1’s $3,4 billion total revenue, is derived from media rights fees, race
promotion fees and sponsorship fees. For the year ended December 31, 2024, these
streams comprised 32,8%, 29,3% and 18,6%, respectively, of total F1 revenue. The
remaining 19,3% is categorized as “Other Formula 1 revenue” and includes hospitality,
licensing, merchandising and support series (Formula 2, Formula 3, F1 Academy)
incomes (libertymedia.com, 2025). In comparison to F1, championships such as WRC,
WEC and Formula E rely less on race promotion fees and more on sponsorship,

merchandising and team-related revenues.

Broadcasting fees amounted to more than $1,1 billion in revenues for F1 in 2024
(libertymedia.com, 2025). F1’s Media and Technology Centre in Biggin Hill, United
Kingdom, centrally produces the “World Feed”, a single live international video feed of
all on-track sessions,?? which includes high-quality onboard, aerial, pit lane and trackside
camera angles, team radios, replays and live graphics with accurate information on timing,
position, telemetry and other insightful details (Straw, 2025). The rights to televise this
high-quality product are sold by FOM to broadcasting partners all over the world, who
sign lucrative deals with the series to air F1 sessions in their country or region and in their
local language. With the exception of China and smaller European markets such as
Belgium and Hungary, since the 2010s the broadcasting of F1 has moved from free-to-air
national channels to Pay-Tv networks such as Sky (United Kingdom, Germany, Italy),
ESPN (United States, Latin America, The Caribbeans), Viaplay (Scandinavia, The
Netherlands) and beIN Sports (MENA, South-East Asia, Turkey). Streaming platforms
such as DAZN (Spain, Japan), Tencent Sports (China) and Coupang (South Korea) have
also signed long-term partnerships with the series (formulal.com, 2025). Furthermore, in

2018 F1 launched its Over-The-Top (OTT) subscription-based streaming platform, F1 TV

22 The Monaco Grand Prix was the last event whose coverage was produced by a local station. F1 assumed
control of its broadcasting in 2023.
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Pro, which is available in all markets where an exclusive rights deal with a broadcaster is
not in place and gives access to all live competitive sessions, a comprehensive archive of
past F1 races and Fl-produced in-depth analysis and shows (McCarthy, 2025). F1’s
decision to move behind a paywall has had three major consequences: first, it has
skyrocketed FOM’s yearly revenues from broadcasting, which have more than doubled
from $488.9 million in 2011 to $1,1 billion in 2024 (Sylt, 2015); second, Pay-Tv networks
have increased the quality of the F1 product through clever promotion, deeper and wider
coverage both before and after the sessions and higher quality exposure for teams and
sponsors (Noble, 2021); third, it has sparked a decline in viewership figures. F1 audiences
peaked in 2008, when the series accumulated 600 million unique viewers across eighteen
rounds (Mourdo, 2017), but dropped consistently in the following decade, reaching just
352.3 million people across twenty races in 2017 (Sylt, 2018). Audiences grew again to
445 million unique viewers in 2021, the last season in which F1 reported this figure
(libertymedia.com, 2022). WRC and WEC’s broadcasting strategies are similar to that
adopted by F1. The two championships mainly partner with national or international Pay-
Tv networks to televise their centrally-produced high-quality live video feed, although
they rely less on exclusive partnership deals in key markets, often distributing parts of the
live event in the form of highlights packages to other local free-to-air broadcasters in
order to broaden their audience. In 2023, both series launched their OTT subscription-
based streaming service, Rally. Tv and FIA WEC TV, which have fewer geo-restrictions
compared to F1 TV (wrc.com, 2025; fiawec.com, 2025). Finally, Formula E has opted for
a slightly different approach compared to the other global series: while race production is
also centralized, the all-electric championship balances the distribution of its live feed
between free-to-air, Pay-Tv and streaming partners, choosing strategically the type of
platform more suited to the championship’s growth and exposure needs (Smith, 2024).
As of September 2025, it is the only global series to have not launched its own streaming

platform.

In 2024, race promotion fees brought $996,2 million into F1’s pockets
(libertymedia.com, 2025). The business model of all major championships requires event
promoters to pay yearly hosting fees on top of all costs related to the management and
operation of the racetrack. The rationale for requesting these fees is that circuits and local

regions benefit massively from ticket sales, international exposure and job creation
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related to the event, therefore global racing series demand their impact to be recognized.
Each fee is negotiated privately by the championship with the local promoter, which in
almost all cases receives some degree of financial backing from the national or regional
government (Mourdo, 2017). While exact figures are not public, estimates on F1’s hosting
fees place China, Hungary, Azerbaijan and the four Middle East rounds as the highest-
paying events, ranging between $40 million and $55 million. On the other hand, historic
venues such as Italy, Brazil, Japan and the United Kingdom reportedly pay the least at
$25 million (racingnews365.com). An exception to this consolidated system is the Las
Vegas Grand Prix. The event is organized by Liberty Media, who owns the permanent pit
and paddock facilities at the venue and acts as exclusive promoter. This new model allows
F1 to collect revenues that are commonly picked up by local organizers, including ticket
sales and local sponsorship revenues (Saunders, 2023). Other series require smaller fees
from institutional partners to stage an event, as both WRC and Formula E are known to
have negotiated this aspect with local organizers (Heinonen, 2025; Ram, 2024). No
reliable information can be found about WEC’s approach, though it is likely similar to

that adopted by the other championships.

While the importance of sponsorship and advertising in racing will be analysed
more in-depth in Chapter 3, it is crucial to introduce their contribution to the motorsport
industry. In 2024, F1 alone received $632,4 million from its 23 sponsors
(libertymedia.com, 2025), which are divided into five categories: Global Partners,
Official Partners, Regional Partners, Official Providers and F1 Esports Official Partners
(formulal.com, 2025). Like in all other sports, brands sponsor motorsport categories to
leverage their visibility and gain global exposure, while championships, teams and even
drivers need their backing to boost their revenues and finance their racing programmes.
During the race weekend, the highest paying partners get to advertise their brand by
obtaining the naming rights to the event and placing banners on barriers, runoff areas and
other circuit infrastructure (Mourdo, 2017). Alongside the commercial aspect,
motorsport’s peculiar technological dimension requires teams to forge strong partnerships
with companies that provide cutting-edge solutions to help them win the development
battle against their competitors, making certain sponsors much more than mere stickers
on a car (Browne, 2024). The dynamic and multi-faceted nature of motorsports attracts

investment from different industries, the majority coming from the technology companies

31



since the mid-2000s, when bans on tobacco sponsorship were implemented (Keppie,

2024).

Among the elements that fall under the “Other F1 revenue” category, the most
important is hospitality. The F1 Paddock Club is a luxury experience available at every
Grand Prix on the calendar, which allows affluent ticket holders to explore the track and
the pit lane through guided tours, watch the race from exclusive vantage points, enjoy
fine meals, drinks and entertainment throughout the weekend and get close to the drivers.
For the 2025 season, the minimum ticket prices for a three-day Paddock Club experience
range from €4800 at the Azerbaijan Grand Prix to €14000 at the most sought-after event,
the Monaco Grand Prix (motorsporttickets.com, 2025). F1 also provides comprehensive
packages comprising tickets, premium accommodation, transportation and catering,
through its travel service F1 Experiences. Other championships also sell complete travel
packages and luxury experience tickets at all races: Formula E’s Emotion Club tickets for
Season 11’s London E-Prix started from €3700; VIP Packages for the 24 Hours of Le
Mans range between €1650 and €7990; in WRC, three-day VIP Shuttle Packages cost
€1365.%

Licensing and merchandising constitute another important source of revenues for
global racing series. From the start of 2024, F1 has signed multiple licensing agreements
with global brands including LEGO, Mattel and PUMA to sell F1-themed toys and
clothing using its trademarks and logos, while also extending its existing partnerships
with videogame developer EA Sports and collectibles producer Topps. The Hollywood
blockbuster F'/: The Movie (2025), shot during Grand Prix weekends across the 2023 and
2024 seasons, has also been licensed by the series (Hart, 2025). The global licensing rights
for WEC’s 24 Hours of Le Mans are covered by marketing company IMG, with recent
deals including exclusive collections with Persol, Kappa and LEGO (Brittle, 2024). WRC
has granted a license to develop its official videogame to EA Sports (wrc.com, 2025),
while Formula E has deals with headwear brand New Era and Saudi Entertainment
Ventures, the latter providing Formula E-branded indoor karting attractions across Saudi

Arabia (fiaformulae.com, 2025). Finally, all series sell branded merchandise both on-site

23 Event promoters also provide their own VIP ticket packages for high-spending customers at a lower price
compared to the luxury experience options provided by the championships. Premium ticket prices for WEC,
Formula E and WRC events are sourced from each championship’s official online ticketing provider.
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during a race weekend and online. F1’s online store is the most complete, offering a vast
selection of branded clothing, accessories and collectibles of the championship, the tyre
partner, the teams and the drivers. WRC’s fan shop provides branded apparel and
accessories, alongside an exclusive Teamwear collection realised in partnership with
Castore. Formula E’s online store includes apparel and accessories from all teams and the
championship. While WEC does not have a digital shop, the official 24 Hours of Le Mans

store sells clothing, accessories, collectibles, books and other items related to the event.

Merchandising constitutes an even more important revenue stream for teams. The
sale of team-branded clothing, accessories and other items is a key element of a racing
organization’s marketing strategy, as teams compete off the track to maximize their
revenues, earn fan loyalty and foster brand engagement. Being the stars of the show,
drivers are a crucial part of this process, as many items including teamwear, scale models
and exclusive collections designed in partnership with the team, are sold using their racing
numbers and logos (Saward, 1998). In recent years, teams have also partnered with
clothing and lifestyle brands to launch limited edition collections at specific events,
exploring collaborations with the fashion industry (Waldow, 2023). Team sponsorships,
one of the sport’s key marketing aspects, are the subject of Chapter 3, as the unique role
of commercial partners in the motorsport industry warrants a deeper analysis. While
independent outfits rely almost exclusively on sponsorship income to operate,
manufacturer-backed teams also strive to sign lucrative deals with partners in order to
maximize their revenues. For instance, the Mercedes-AMG Petronas F1 Team reported
that in 2024, more than 60% of its total revenues derived from licensing and sponsorships,

amounting to an estimated €450 million (Mercedes-Benz Grand Prix Limited, 2025).%*

One element that sets F1 apart from the other championships and provides a
massive benefit for the teams’ coffers is the prize money system. While in series such as
WEC and WRC some sort of award is assigned to the winner of a single event,?® the teams
receive little financial benefits from the championship itself, and therefore their revenues
derive almost exclusively from manufacturer support, sponsorships and merchandising.

In F1, as stipulated by the Concorde Agreement, the championship’s parent company

24 British companies report their financial results in GBP. All calculations are based on the average Pound
sterling to Euro exchange rate for the relevant year.
2 For instance, the winning crew of the 24 Hours of Le Mans receives a Rolex watch.
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FOM distributes a large portion of its revenues to the competitors as a form of recognition
for their role in the ecosystem. In 2024, the championship distributed to the ten teams a
total of $1,27 billion, which amounts to 37% of its total revenues. The payment structure
is divided into three columns: the first, believed to be around 5% of the full prize pool, is
given to Scuderia Ferrari as a recognition to its 75 year-long commitment to racing in the
championship; the second, which reportedly amounts to 20% of the prize fund, is awarded
to teams that have achieved a Constructors’ Championship podium finish in at least one
of the previous ten seasons, assigning one point for third places, two points for second
and three for first;* the final share, estimated at 75% of the reward pool, is distributed in
light of the Constructors” Championship results at the end of the season, the winning outfit
receiving about 14% and the last obtaining 6% circa of this portion, with approximately
a 0.9% difference between each position in the final standings (Noble, 2025). The
following chart shows how prize money payments were distributed at the end of the 2024

F1 World Championship, based on estimates made by Noble.

Exhibit 2.1: Prize money revenues estimate for the 2024 F'1 championship (values in millions of $)

Final position Historic Success Season result | Total prize
and team Bonus Bonus payment money

1% McLaren 16.9 132.9 149.8
2™ Ferrari 63.3 63.3 124.4 251
3" Red Bull 67.5 115.8 183.3
4" Mercedes* 101.3 107.3 208.6
5% Aston Martin 98.8 98.8
6" Alpine 90.2 90.2
7% Haas 82.6 82.6
8" Racing Bulls 74.1 74.1
9% Williams 4.2 65.5 69.7
10" Sauber 57.9 57.9

*Based on these estimates and on the Mercedes-AMG Petronas F1 Team’s 2024 financial report, prize
money constitutes about 25% of the team’s revenues.

The Concorde Agreement also stipulates that whenever a new entity joins the grid,
it is required to pay an anti-dilution fee to be distributed equally to all existing outfits in
order to protect their prize money revenues, which would otherwise decrease due to
sharing the pool with one more team. This matter delayed Cadillac F1 Team’s approval
as the championship’s eleventh competitor, as the existing stables deemed the $200

million anti-dilution fee established in 2021 too low. In the end, the new entity paid $450

26 Mercedes accumulated a total of 24 points in the 2015-2024 period, thus receives the largest payout in
this column. Red Bull has amassed 16, Ferrari 15, McLaren 4 and Williams 1.
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million to enter F1 in 2026, the year in which the new Concorde Agreement will enter
into force (Subramanian, 2025). Finally, it must be noted that Formula E has also
established a prize money distribution system, as highlighted by some of the teams’
financial reports, though no public information regarding its structure has surfaced

(Envision Racing Financial Report, 2024).

In the past decade, F1 teams have increasingly identified new opportunities for
revenue generation by providing world-leading specialised services in aerodynamics,
advanced materials, simulation and data analytics to organizations unrelated to the
motorsport business. This process was accelerated by the introduction of the cost cap,
which will be discussed in the next section, as teams with large workforces had to redirect
part of their personnel to other engineering projects in order to avoid mass redundancies
(Noble, 2023). Notable examples include: the British Ministry of Defence partnering with
the McLaren Accelerator programme to apply motorsport technology to military projects;
sailing teams Alinghi and INEOS Britannia welcoming engineers from Red Bull
Technologies and Mercedes Applied Science for the 36™ edition of the America’s Cup
(Cary, 2024); Sauber Engineering supporting Swiss company Orthotec in the
development of cutting-edge wheelchairs used by athletes at the Tokyo 2020 and Paris
2024 Paralympics (saubergroup.com, 2025).

Besides running a factory team, manufacturers can also generate revenues through
the sale and servicing of their powertrains to customers. This practice is common in F1
and Formula E, where independent outfits do not have the financial and technological
strength required to design, develop and manufacture complex high-performance motors.
As of 2025, for instance, Formula E teams Andretti and Envision Racing have partnered
with Porsche and Jaguar respectively for the use of their electric powertrains, while F1
stables Williams and Sauber are long-time customers of Mercedes and Ferrari respectively.
Among the most successful engine manufacturer in the history of motorsports, Mercedes
designs, develops and produces its F1 Power Units through High Performance
Powertrains, a separate entity from the factory team. In 2024 the company, whose
activities also include the production, research and development of non-racing projects
on behalf of Mercedes-Benz and Mercedes-AMG, reported revenues of €370 million and
an operating profit of almost €40 million (Mercedes HPP Financial Report, 2025).
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Finally, autodromes rely heavily on achieving sold-out crowds when they host
global events such as a Grand Prix in order to boost their annual revenues, since the
income from ticket sales is not claimed by the championship, but rather by the local event
organizer. Two exceptions to this system are the aforementioned F1 Las Vegas Grand Prix
and the 24 Hours of Le Mans, whose promotion and ticketing is centrally managed by
Circuit de la Sarthe and WEC owner ACO. Promoters set prices in line with demand and
each championship’s overall strategy and prestige, hence the price differences highlighted
in Paragraph 2.1.1. Alongside a traditional tiered price strategy for grandstand admission,
some events on the F1 schedule employ dynamic pricing, aiming to maximize revenues
through automatic price increases or decreases based on fluctuations in demand
(Woodhouse, 2025). According to Silverstone Circuits Limited’s 2023 financial report,
more than half of the group’s annual revenue is generated in the Formula 1 British Grand
Prix weekend, which that year registered 480.000 people in attendance across four days
(Silverstone Circuits Limited, 2024).2” Nevertheless, industry leading facilities such as
Silverstone still host large scale events only once or twice a year, therefore they need to
diversify their revenue streams by attracting other racing, sporting or cultural activities.
These include: regional, national or local championships; public track days, where
individuals can drive their own car at the venue; driving experiences with rental cars;
corporate events; on-track testing for manufacturers and racing teams; driver training;
conferences and exhibitions; museum visits; concerts and festivals; commercial shoots

(silverstone.co.uk, 2025).
1.2.3 Cost structures and cost-control mechanisms

Providing exact figures on the costs incurred by racing teams in top-tier
championships is extremely complex. Since cost efficiency represents a key
differentiating factor between winning and losing in cost-capped series such as F1 and
Formula E, the various outfits do not disclose this information to the public. For this
reason, academic studies and journalistic reports that have made estimates on this matter
both before and after the introduction of the budget cap in F1 (2021) are used as a
reference. Mourao identifies sporting success, that is points, podiums, victories and

championship titles, as the output of racing teams (Mourao, 2017). Starting from this basis,

27 Total revenues for Silverstone Circuits Limited in 2023 amounted to €110 million.
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a general cost structure of motorsports operations can be defined, pinpointing their fixed
costs (those that are not related to the level of output produced) and variable costs (those

that vary with the level of output produced).

Exhibit 2.2: Cost structure of racing teams

Fixed costs Variable costs
Base salaries Performance- and results-related bonuses
Car components manufacturing Logistics and travel
Rent/depreciation/maintenance of facilities Factory utilities
Research and Development Testing of previous or current cars
Spare parts Extraordinary repairs
Racetrack operations and racing equipment Championship or race entry fees
Commercial and PR commitments Legal costs

Total costs differ from championship to championship, depending on the level of
complexity of the cars, the size of the calendar, the number of employees in the team and
other factors. Generally, the main operating costs faced by racing entities are personnel,
manufacturing and R&D expenses (Racing Bulls Financial Report, 2024). In order to gain
an advantage against the competition, motorsport stables also cyclically upgrade their
existing facilities or purchase new assets such as software and machinery. For racing
teams, capital expenditure is mainly directed towards cutting-edge tools, including latest
generation driver-in-loop simulators, computational fluid dynamics software and wind
tunnels (fia.com, 2025). Despite the adoption of cost-control mechanisms, teams within
the same series do not spend a fixed amount of money in a calendar year, since the
financial regulations provide numerous exemptions to the limit and the business models
of some outfits differ greatly from others. Manufacturer-backed teams usually rely on
complete in-house design and production of their vehicles with a degree of outsourcing
of specialized services, requiring large workforces and facilities. Independent entries, on
the contrary, rely heavily on partnerships with competitors and external parties due to
their inferior resources, purchasing as many components as the championship’s technical
regulations permit and thus saving on personnel and infrastructure expenses (Aversa et
al., 2015). Haas F1 Team, for instance, buys its Power Unit, gearbox, rear crash structure,

suspension assembly and other mechanical parts from Scuderia Ferrari, outsources the
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production of its chassis to specialized company Dallara and only conducts in-house
manufacturing of non-transferrable components such as aerodynamic surfaces (Straw,
2023).2% In some other cases, manufacturers rely on the experience of small private racing
stables to successfully and cost-effectively operate their cars at the racetrack. In WEC’s
Hypercar class, for instance, Ferrari trusts established partner AF Corse, providing the
team technical and financial support (fiawec.com, 2021). At the same time, some
independent outfits are allowed to purchase prototypes from those manufacturers that
allocate cars to customer programmes. For instance, in 2025 the two manufacturer-backed
Porsche Penske Motorsport cars are joined by a third Porsche 963 entered by privateer
Proton Competition. WEC manufacturers in the Hypercar class can also choose two
different sets of technical regulations to tackle the championship: LMDh rules require a
standard supply of numerous key components in order to contain costs, while LMh rules
allow the manufacturers more freedom to design, develop and build some of those parts,

including the chassis and the hybrid system (Bosset, 2023).

F1’s budget cap was introduced for the 2021 season with the following objectives:
“(a) to promote the competitive balance of the Championship; (b) to promote the sporting
fairness of the Championship; and (c) to ensure the long-term financial stability and
sustainability of the F1 Teams, while preserving the unique technology and engineering
challenge of Formula 1”. The limit was initially set at US$145 million, then reduced by
USS$S5 million each year to US$135 million in 2023 (fia.com, 2025). While operating
expenses such as personnel salaries, car manufacturing and research and development are
all included in the budget restriction, numerous exemptions are provided, allowing teams
with big budgets to invest in other crucial or ancillary fields. These include: salaries of
the drivers and the three highest-paid team members; marketing activities; legal, financial
and human resource activities; bonuses; non-F1 activities; heritage asset activities;
sustainability initiatives. Capital expenditure also falls out of the budget cap, but since
2024 is managed within a separate limit that allows smaller entities to invest more

resources in the development of their infrastructure compared to bigger and more

28 Appendix 5 of the F1 Technical Regulations determines which car parts can be transferred from one
competitor to another. Components are classified as: Listed Team Components; Standard Supply
Components; Transferable Components; Open Source Components. Further information on this matter:
https://www.fia.com/sites/default/files/documents/fia_2025 formula 1 technical regulations -

_issue 03 - 2025-04-07.pdf
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advanced teams. For the 2025-2028 period, the five smallest outfits (Williams, Haas,
Sauber/Audi, Racing Bulls and new entrant Cadillac) are allowed to spend up to US$56
million per year, 12.5% more than Aston Martin, Alpine and McLaren, and 25% more
than Mercedes, Ferrari and Red Bull. As shown by Red Bull Racing’s controversial case
in late 2022,% breaches of the Financial Regulations can lead to significant sanctions on
the sporting, technical and financial front (fia.com, 2025). Finally, the research,
development and manufacturing costs of new generation F1 engines for 2026 are also
limited under the FIA’s Power Unit Financial Regulations, with exemptions for customer
team support activities, current generation F1 engine activities and marketing activities

(fia.com, 2025).

Before the introduction of the spending limit, the budget gap between the leading
F1 stables and the backmarkers was outstanding. Top teams could easily gain a
competitive advantage by investing more resources in research and development on their
car, making competition extremely imbalanced (Lonik et al., 2023). A Forbes report on
the 2014 season identified Infiniti Red Bull Racing’s yearly budget of US$450 million as
the highest in the championship. That year, only three of the other ten teams operated with
more than 50% of Red Bull’s budget: Scuderia Ferrari (95.5%), Mercedes-AMG Petronas
F1 Team (88.9%) and McLaren (78.9%); Williams Martini Racing (43.3%), Lotus F1
Team (42.2%) and Scuderia Toro Rosso (40%) had less than half of Red Bull’s budget;
Sahara Force India F1 Team, Sauber F1 Team and Marussia F1 Team operated with 31.1%,
24.4% and 17.8% of the highest spending outfit’s budget, respectively. Furthermore, nine
out of ten teams registered a loss at the end of the year, the eleventh disappearing for

financial reasons (Smith, 2015).%°

The budget cap’s impact on F1 is at the centre of studies and analysis. Many
industry leaders have underlined its role in reshaping the financial outlook of the teams,
transforming them into sustainable, predictable and profitable businesses as opposed to

money-burning operations, and in improving the competitive balance (Salinas, 2023;

2 Red Bull Racing received a $7 million fine and a 10% reduction in permitted aerodynamic research for
transgressing Formula 1's budget cap by 1.6% in the 2021 season (Benson, 2022).

30 Caterham F1 Team entered administration in late 2014, missing two races at the end of the season and
disappearing from F1 at the end of the year. Scuderia Ferrari is reportedly the only team to have made a
profit at the end of 2014.
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Warwick, 2024) (see Exhibit 2.3).3! At the same time, it has forced the bigger teams to
downsize their headcount (Cleeren et al., 2021), while senior technical figures have
emphasized its negative impact on the rate of car development and on the competitiveness
of F1 teams’ wages (Boxall-Legge et al., 2025; Maher, 2025). Nevertheless, the
expectation from most research is that the budget cap will prove successful in the long-
term. While the top teams maintain an advantage due to previous investments and past
experience, a prediction model developed by Kallimogiannis et al. based on the teams’
historic performances in relation to their budgets indicates that the smaller outfits will
reduce their gap from the leaders, provided that the Financial Regulations do not change
(Kallimogiannis et al., 2023). According to Budzinski, the erosion of the financial
advantages of leading teams, alongside the restrictions on capital expenditure, should lead
to an increased competitive balance in the long-term (Budzinski, 2024). A clearer picture
of the budget cap’s impact on F1’s competitive landscape will require further research in

the future, when more data are available.

Exhibit 2.3: Formula One World Championship teams financial results in the year 2023 (€'000)*

Team Revenues Expenses Operating profit/loss
Red Bull 353,347 349,996 3,350
Mercedes 627,980 497,216 130,763

McLaren** 495,399 460,351 35,048
Aston Martin 281,154 306,068 (24,914)
Alpine 287,316 266,490 20,826
AlphaTauri 214,304 208,910 5,393
Haas*** 130,358/26,097 122,689/24,003 7,669/2,094
Williams 145,908 238,187 (92,279)

*Ferrari and Sauber do not disclose their F1 team’s financial results. **McLaren’s financial report includes
their IndyCar, Formula E and Extreme E operations. ***Haas has established offices in both the United
Kingdom and Italy, thus the results of both Haas Formula UK Ltd and Haas Formula Italia S.r.1. are shown.

Formula E has also imposed a cost cap on its teams starting in late 2022. The
spending limit follows similar principles to that of F1: as of 2025, team operational
expenses are capped at €15 million per year, with exclusions for commercial activities.
The key difference is that research, development, production and service costs of the

electric powertrain fall under a separate set of financial regulations for manufactures,

31 Aston Martin and Williams, the two teams that recorded a loss in 2023, have invested substantial
resources in the development of their infrastructure that year to catch up with top teams (Brittle, 2024).
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which forces them to operate within a spending level of €25 million over two consecutive

seasons (fiaformulae.com, 2025).

Budget restrictions are not the only cost-control mechanism dictated by series
regulators in order to contain research, development and manufacturing costs. To a certain
extent, all racing series mandate a list of identical standardized components produced by
an external provider that all teams must use on their cars. Tyres are a prime example: as
of 2025, Pirelli, Michelin and Hankook are the sole suppliers of this key component for
all teams in F1, WEC’s Hypercar class and Formula E respectively. While WEC does not
impose any kind of budget control measure, the championship adopts a performance-
based regulatory tool called Balance of Performance (BoP) to curb team expenses.
According to the championship, BoP is “a series of technical adjustments, primarily
affecting weight and power, that are designed to create a level playing field among cars
of different design and architecture” (24h-lemans.com, 2025). Compared to other
championships, WEC’s technical regulations are more open, allowing manufacturers to
experiment with different engine configurations and displacements and thus requiring a
system to harmonise the cars’ performance potential race after race, in order to foster the
spectacle and reduce the risk of a development and investment war. Moreover, this system
allows cars based on the aforementioned LMDh rules to compete against LMh entries.
While BoP is hailed as a key factor in attracting manufacturers to the championship, it
has been heavily criticized by industry leaders for its nebulous application and its
significant negative impact on sporting fairness and racing quality, becoming an

increasingly controversial topic in 2025 (Villemant, 2025).

Other key stakeholders that face substantial costs in racing are local race
promoters and circuits. As mentioned in the previous section, besides hosting fees
promoters also sustain significant expenses in the organization of a single event.
According to the Australian Grand Prix Corporation, total expenses for the 2023 Formula
1 Australian Grand Prix amounted to €137 million, of which: 53,4% related to venue and
event operations; 30,6% related to the assembly, dismantling and servicing of event

infrastructure; 9.7% related to administrative expenses; 4.9% related to catering; 1.4%

41



related to marketing and promotion (Australian Grand Prix Corporation, 2024).3
Permanent autodromes with busy schedules throughout the year also invest substantial
resources in maintenance, as critical elements such as the track surface, kerbs, drains,
barriers and runoff areas can get frequently damaged. Furthermore, F1 and other series
demand the highest standards in terms of infrastructure in order to ensure a seamless and
safe experience for fans at the track, requiring autodromes to cyclically upgrade their
facilities in order to maintain a spot on the calendar (Cottone, 2024). Finally, the
construction of state-of-the-art permanent circuits, as cited in Chapter 1.2, constitutes a
substantial investment made by local public institutions and/or private companies. The
most recently built traditional autodrome on the F1 calendar, Circuit of the Americas in
the United States, opened in 2012 at an estimated construction cost of $400 million (Sylt,
2015). The past ten years have seen a tendency away from the construction of new
purpose-built tracks and towards the adoption of temporary street venues, which generally
ensure lower initial investments, minimal maintenance costs and better fan accessibility

(Nichol, 2024).
1.2.4 Economic impact of the motorsport industry and racing events

In 2021, a report commissioned by the FIA to EY-Parthenon “on the Global
Contribution of Motor Sport to Economy and Community Development” determined that
the total gross output of automobile racing in 2019 reached almost €160 billion, including
€59,8 billion direct and €99,4 billion indirect output, and employing approximately 1,5
million people, with a further 302.000 volunteers involved in assisting the organisation
and adjudication of competitions. That year, a total of 60.700 racing events were
organised across the world, of which 880 are classified as major FIA-sanctioned
professional international or global events and the remaining 59.820 are managed by local,
national or regional motor racing authorities (EY-Parthenon, 2021). Despite being a
global discipline, car racing’s cradle and core resides in Europe, where most of the key

industry stakeholders operate.

321t should be noted that the Australian Grand Prix is staged on a street circuit, requiring consistent
investment in the assembly and dismantling of event infrastructure every year, while most permanent circuit
do not incur in this expense. The report is in AUD, thus the total expense figure is calculated based on the
average Australian Dollar to Euro exchange rate for 2023, which is $1=€0,641.
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Similarly to other sectors, motorsport companies and affiliated firms tend to form
business clusters in a relevant region with well-developed infrastructures to benefit from
a more agile, interconnected, specialized and condensed supply chain. In those areas, the
racing discipline is part of the historical, cultural and economic fabric and skilled labour
can be easily recruited by forging strong ties with present educational institutions and by
poaching talent from close competitors (Henry et al., 2021). In Europe, two major
motorsport clusters have emerged: the United Kingdom’s Motorsport Valley, mainly
concentrated in the Northamptonshire and Oxfordshire counties, and Italy’s Terra dei
Motori (or Motor Valley), primarily located in the Emilia-Romagna and Lombardy
regions. The Motorsport Valley is the biggest and most important hub for car racing
manufacturing and services in the world. As highlighted by the Motorsport Industry
Association (MIA) and Grant Thornton UK in a specialized report, in 2023 the British
racing sector generated a total turnover of approximately £16 billion and provided 50.000
jobs, growing 78% from £9 billion and 41.000 employees in 2012. Ten key F1 businesses
comprised over 24% of total turnover: seven teams (Alpine, Aston Martin, Haas,
McLaren, Mercedes, Red Bull, Williams), the F1 World Championship, its parent
company FOM and Silverstone Circuit. The remaining 76% is divided into three
categories: high-performance engineering firms (52% of total turnover), non-engineering
services companies (11%) and businesses providing both types of services (12%).
Specialized motorsport companies mainly sold their products and services to other
entities in the racing ecosystem (49%), with automotive (approximately 17%), ‘other’
sectors (approximately 15%),>* aerospace and defence (approximately 8% each) also
providing major sources of revenues. 89% of British motorsports firms sell their goods
and services to other countries, as exports comprised, on average, 18% of their total
turnover in 2023. The United States act as the leading importer, while the United Arab
Emirates, Saudi Arabia, China and Brazil have been identified as key emerging markets
(Motorsport Industry Association, 2024). Furthermore, foreign investment by European
and American companies has kept flowing into the Motorsport Valley, especially from
Fl-related entities: in July 2025, Swiss-based team Sauber, owned by Audi and set to
become the German brand’s factory team in 2026, opened a new Engineering Hub in

Bicester, Oxfordshire (Hardy, 2025); American manufacturer General Motors and partner

33 Including energy, medical, manufacturing and infrastructure.
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TWG Global opted to establish their technical and logistical base in Silverstone,
Northamptonshire in sight of Cadillac Formula 1 Team’s debut in 2026 (Medland, 2025).
As of 2025, Scuderia Ferrari is the only F1 team to have not set up a facility in the United
Kingdom. The team, alongside Red Bull-owned Racing Bulls, is based in Italy’s Terra dei
Motori, home of some of the world’s most renowned car and motorcycle manufacturers.
According to estimates by Henry et al., in 2005 the Italian motorsport industry’s turnover
was £2 billion, approximately a third of the United Kingdom (Henry et al., 2007). Other
industry-leading companies in the motorsport field based in Italy’s Motor Valley include
Dallara, Marelli Motorsport, Brembo, AF Corse and five FIA Grade 1 and 2 autodromes.
Finally, two crucial motorsport clusters have developed in the United States. The most
important is located in North Carolina, home of the NASCAR series, the pinnacle of stock
car racing: in 2005, the total economic impact of the industry reached an estimated $5,9
billion, of which $3,8 billion of direct output, with more than 27.000 people directly or
indirectly employed in the State (Connaughton et al., 2006). The second one concerns
Indiana: according to a 2012 report by Purdue University, the industry directly provides
23.000 jobs and its 2130 firms export goods and services to clients in Europe, Asia and
Oceania (Hutcheson et al., 2012). Indianapolis Motor Speedway, the epicentre of racing
activities in the State, reported in 2023 a total annual contribution of $1 billion to Indiana

in terms of economic activity (Stanley, 2023).

The contribution of global racing events to the economic and social fabric of local
communities has been the subject of numerous research, with little consensus on its
overall positive or negative impact. Remenyik et al., for instance, underline the
importance of the F1 race in the development of the Hungarian tourism industry
(Remenyik et al., 2017), while Dubuc highlights that fiscal revenues from the Canadian
Grand Prix benefit the citizens of Montréal, as they are reinvested in improving the quality
of public services (Dubuc, 2023). Singapore’s government also reports that, since the
inception of the F1 Grand Prix in 2008, the event has attracted “[...] more than 720.000
international visitors and generated more than S$2.2 billion (around €1,46 billion) in
incremental tourism receipts across industries such as hospitality, F&B, attractions and
retail for Singapore” (mti.gov.sg, 2025). Grand Prix organizers also strive to achieve non-
economic benefits for the host city or nation through tourism and extensive media

exposure, as hundreds of thousands of spectators fill the grandstands and tens of millions
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of people tune in globally to watch the races. Studies such as Liu et al. underline that live
spectators of the Chinese Grand Prix generally report a positive change of image related
to the host city of Shanghai, while negative change is mainly related to dissatisfaction
towards some of the event’s services, such as transportation, food and beverages (Liu et
al., 2010). An economic impact analysis is often commissioned by event promoters to
independent firms in order to assess the benefits of F1 races on the economy, and some

of the publicly available results are shown in Exhibit 2.4.

Exhibit 2.4: Economic impact of five key F1 events®*

Event | Attendance | Economic Direct Employees Source
Impact Impact

F12023 444,631 €172 million €92 million 1149 Australian Grand
Australian Prix Corporation,
Grand Prix 2024

F1 2024 200.000 €506 million | €181 million 9857* Liu, 2025

Chinese
Grand Prix

F12024 335.000 €339 million €99 million Approx. acisport.it, 2025

Italian 2000

Grand Prix

F12024 291.717 €337 million | €203 million 20.000* flsaopaulo.com.br,
Sdo Paulo 2024
Grand Prix

F12024 306.000 €863 million | €514 million 2025 Applied Analysis,
Las Vegas 2025
Grand Prix

*Total employees across related sectors, not just employed by the race promoter.

Outside of F1, other rounds of global championships also contribute strongly to
the economy of the relevant local community. The 2023 edition of the 24 Hours of Le
Mans generated an economic impact of €162,1 million, as more than 10.000 people were
employed across multiple sectors at the event, which attracted 325.000 spectators in total
(Sandanassamy et al., 2025). As for Formula E, the 2023 Rome E-Prix produced an
estimated €56.6 million in economic impact and helped creating 300 new jobs, as 26.000
people attended the event (Formula E Season 9 Sustainability Report, 2023). This type of
analysis in relation to racing events, however, is often dismissed by experts. Storm et al.
and Castro et al. underline that an economic impact analysis of F1 Grands Prix disregards
the costs, social issues and environmental footprint concerned in the organization of the

event, which in most cases requires regional or national governments to use taxpayer

3% Values in Euro, based on the average exchange rate in the relevant year.
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money to pay for hosting fees and to build circuit infrastructure. The regression model
developed by the authors suggests that, consistently with other large-scale sporting events,
European races held across 1991-2017 have not yielded a tangible positive effect on per
capita GDP, tourism or employment in the covered regions, and, on the contrary, long-
term negative effects could arise (Storm et al., 2019; Castro et al., 2024). Furthermore,
research conducted on the Azerbaijan Grand Prix suggests that the event has fallen short
on achieving non-economic objectives stated by the promoters and the national
government, namely increasing the country’s global prestige. At the same time, corruption
scandals involving the race organizers have surfaced, as the management of the event has

been deemed opaque and unchecked (Ibadoghlu, 2024).
1.2.5 Sustainability initiatives

One of motorsport’s key challenges in the modern era is to transition from a highly
polluting, fuel-burning and tyre-chewing activity to a more sustainable and efficient
industry. As a sport at the forefront of technological innovation, the car racing world has
taken steps towards addressing environmental and social sustainability issues. In 2018,
F1 estimated its yearly carbon footprint at 228.793 tonnes CO2 equivalent, the vast
majority originating from travel and logistics (72,7%), followed by team facilities and
factories (19,3%), event operations (7,3%) and actual fuel usage of the cars (0,7%).> The
following year, the series launched its Sustainability Strategy, aiming to reach three key
targets by 2030: achieving net zero carbon emissions; leaving a positive legacy in all of
its racing destinations; building a more diverse and inclusive sport (corp.formulal.com,
2019). In order to lower its travel and logistics emissions, F1 has focused on regionalizing
the race calendar, increasing remote broadcast operations, adopting biofuels for ground
logistics in Europe and investing in sustainable aviation fuels. As for the cars, from 2026
onwards a new set of Technical Regulations will force Power Unit manufacturers to
redesign their hybrid engines to achieve a close to equal split between electric and internal
combustion output, the latter burning 100% sustainable fuels derived from advanced

sustainable feedstocks. Team facilities and event operations in Europe have transitioned

35 F1 originally reported its emissions at 256,551 tCO2e in 2019, but revised down its estimates by aligning
with internationally recognised standards. Compared to other major global sporting events, F1’s
environmental impact is relatively small, as the 2024 Paris Olympics emitted 1,5 million tonnes CO2
equivalent (olympics.com, 2024), while FIFA claimed that the 2022 World Cup in Qatar had a footprint of
3,6 million tonnes CO2 equivalent in a highly disputed report (bbc.com, 2023).

46



to renewable sources of energy, as factories have decreased their emissions by 59% and
all F1 teams have obtained the FIA’s three-star accreditation rating for complying with
the highest environmental standards. In July 2025, the championship announced that it is
on track to achieve net zero carbon emissions by 2030, as it slashed its total emissions by
26% compared to the 2018 baseline despite adding three overseas events to the schedule.
In terms of social initiatives, in 2024 all ten teams, the FIA and F1 signed a Diversity and
Inclusion charter based on the findings of a report by The Hamilton Commission, founded
by seven-time World Champion Lewis Hamilton. Among the initiatives delivered by the
championship and the teams, three stand out: ‘Learning Sectors’, a global education
programme aimed at inspiring students from Brazil, India, South Africa, and the United
Kingdom to pursue STEM subjects; ‘Formula 1 Engineering Scholarship’, a programme
that provides financial, academic and career support for students from underrepresented
backgrounds; F1 Academy, a junior series racing at selected F1 weekends in which young
female drivers can hone their skills in F4 machinery under the guidance of F1 team

academies and proven international junior teams (formulal.com, 2025).

Some championships have chosen sustainability as their distinctive feature and
ultimate mission, none other more than Formula E. As mentioned in paragraph 2.1.1,
since its inception in 2014 the series has quickly gathered support from crucial
stakeholders, including fans, sponsors, drivers, local governments and media. A number
of manufacturers have chosen the all-electric championship both as a marketing platform
and a technological testbed, pushing their electric technology to the limit against high
level competitors on the racetrack. The championship’s sustainability strategy is based on
four pillars: leadership and innovation; environmental excellence; social progress;
creating value through value. The series also follows the recommended approach set out
by the United Nation’s Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) to achieve
net zero carbon footprint, pursuing three key steps: conducting effective measurement of
carbon output, prioritising reducing its footprint and offsetting remaining unavoidable
emissions. By 2020, Formula E invested enough in renewable energy projects to offset
its unavoidable emissions from travel, logistics and operations, thus becoming the first
racing category and major global sport in the world to achieve net zero carbon footprint.
Relevant projects include investments in wind farms in Indonesia, Argentina, Mexico and

Morocco, and technologies for renewable biogas production in China. In 2023, Formula
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E reported estimated total emissions of 32,600 tonnes CO2 equivalent (a 27% reduction
from its baseline in 2019), of which 76% originated from travel and logistics, 13% from
event operations, 6% from spectator travel and 3% from food and drinks. The series has
also committed to ‘accelerating sustainable human progress’ through a number of social
initiatives, including a partnership with UNICEF to support children impacted by climate
change and ‘Driving Force’, an online education platform for school children all over the
world aimed at delivering high quality educational sessions about the risks associated
with climate change and necessary actions to prevent it (Formula E Season 9

Sustainability Report, 2023).

The WRC has been highlighted as an industry leader in sustainability-focused
business, as reports find that the series has fostered improvements of environmental
conditions in the areas of competition, positively influenced fan behaviour at events and
committed to restoring roads after rallies. In 2022, the series pioneered the use of
renewable fuels as a key milestone of its ‘Sustainability Roadbook’, which aligns with
the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the FIA’s
Environmental Strategy in aiming to reach net zero carbon emissions by 2030 (Ness et
al., 2024). WEC also mandated the use of 100% renewable fuel for all competitors in
2022, in partnership with fuel supplier TotalEnergies. In 2025, the endurance series finally
published its first ‘Sustainable Development Policy’, by which it committed to reach

carbon neutrality by 2040 (fiawec.com, 2025).
1.2.6 Structural challenges and risks

The motorsport industry currently faces serious structural challenges from both
external and internal threats. The main external disruption factors are international
conflicts, economic crises, natural disasters, political unrest and pandemics, all of which
have impacted racing series in recent times. In 2022, F1 cancelled the Russian Grand Prix
and terminated its deal with promoter ANO Rosgonki one day after the invasion of
Ukraine by the Russian Federation, while driver Nikita Mazepin lost his racing seat with
Haas when the team terminated his contract and distanced itself from his personal sponsor

Uralkali (Benson, 2022).3® As mentioned in Chapter 1, the Great Recession hit the motor

3¢ The chemicals company was owned by Mazepin’s father, Dmitry Mazepin, an EU-sanctioned Russian
oligarch with close ties to Russian President Vladimir Putin.
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racing world hard between 2008 and 2010, as sponsors and car manufacturers such as
Honda, BMW, Toyota and Subaru withdrew their financial and technical support to teams
and championships in order to redirect resources towards their core business
(Khorounzhiy, 2020). Natural disasters have also forced championships to call off events
as recently as 2023, when the Emilia-Romagna Grand Prix in Italy was cancelled four
days before the contest due to severe flooding in the region (Sparisci, 2023). Furthermore,
social unrest and riots compelled F1 and WRC to cancel races in Bahrain (2011) and Chile
(2020) respectively (Batty, 2011; Evans, 2019). Finally, the Covid-19 pandemic heavily
affected global racing categories in 2020 and 2021, as championships and promoters had
to constantly adapt to changes in government lockdown laws and crowd restrictions: in
2020, F1 cancelled thirteen events, scrambling a seventeen-race season across Europe and
the Middle East; WRC scrapped ten rallies, hosting just four events after the breakout;
WEC cancelled two races in the Americas, managing to stage four events in 2020; seven
of the last eight Formula E contests of Season 6 were not held, as Berlin hosted six races

in less than ten days for the championship finale (bbc.com, 2020).

The auto racing ecosystem is also threatened by internal factors related to the
intrinsic characteristics of the sport and the championships. As mentioned in paragraph
2.1.1, racing teams operate within a technical, sporting and, in some cases, financial
regulatory framework designed by the FIA for each series. When designing the
regulations, the international body must therefore balance technological relevance and
innovation with some degree of restrictiveness, while also avoiding potential overlaps
between two different championships. In some cases, failing to produce a successful
ruleset has had dire consequences on a series: as cited in Chapter 1, the demise of WEC’s
predecessor, the FIA Sportscar Championship, in 1993 was caused by a rise in costs and
an alignment with F1 engine technology, which prompted manufacturers to switch series
(Orlove, 2016). Meanwhile, a lack of opportunities for innovation and restrictive rules
have contributed to the exodus of German manufacturers from Formula E in 2021, as
BMW mentioned that the firm had “essentially exhausted the opportunities” for
technological development of electric powertrains in those circumstances
(press.bmwgroup.com, 2020), while Audi decided to focus on other racing projects
concerning new energy vehicles (Kew, 2020). Being motor racing’s sporting, technical

and financial rulemaking entity, the FIA holds significant power in the industry, thus its
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management faces scrutineering from all other relevant stakeholders. In recent years, the
international body has faced criticism under the leadership of Mohammed ben Sulayem,
as crucial actors have accused him of eroding governance and transparency standards and
centralising power in his hands. His tenure has also been marred by contentious
departures of key FIA personnel, controversial statements and restrictive legislation,
including prohibiting drivers from making political, religious and personal statements or

comments without FIA approval (Bellwood, 2025).

Furthermore, achieving financial sustainability for teams and championships
proves a major challenge, though the introduction of effective cost control mechanisms
such as the budget cap has largely improved the situation. Formula E, for instance, has
never turned a profit at the end of a year, reaching total losses of €280 million between
2014 and 2023. The series, which competes in the same space as a proven juggernaut like
F1, has not attracted enough financial support from sponsors and broadcasters and has
been called out for erratic and bloated marketing expenditures (Smith, 2025). In WRC
and WEC, financial regulations and prize money are not in place, thus strong
manufacturer and sponsorship support is required for the survival of independent teams
and the series themselves. Finally, a possible disruption element for global racing series
is the trustworthiness of local event promoters. In various -circumstances, a
championship’s eagerness to enter a new market prompted it to sign agreements with a
local organizer, only to find out that it lacked financial resources or business integrity: in
2021, F1 removed the new Vietnamese Grand Prix from its schedule after the arrest on
corruption charges of its key political backer (Benson, 2020); contractual breaches related
to payments and permits by private event promoters forced Formula E to cancel races in

Hyderabad, India and Vancouver, Canada (Mackley, 2024; Brittle, 2022).
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1.3 A focus on the Chinese car racing scene

1.3.1 Historical milestones

Before its popularization in Mainland China, motorsports had been successfully
introduced in Macau in the 1950s, when the city was still under Portuguese rule. The

annual Macau Grand Prix [ T =876 KFE 4 is to this day one of the world’s most

illustrious races, as international teams and drivers take on the challenging high-speed
street track of Guia Circuit in a non-championship event using Formula 3-spec machinery.
The race started attracting global talent and interest in the late 1970s, as the organizers
mandated the adoption of Formula Pacific single seaters, and then became a cornerstone
of junior open wheel racing in the early 1980s, when Formula 3 was chosen as the
standard car specification. During the Grand Prix weekend, the city also currently hosts
the prestigious FIA GT World Cup, a round of the FIA TCR World Tour and the Macau
Motorcycle Grand Prix. Macau Grand Prix winners include several successful
professional racing drivers and two Formula One World Champions, Ayrton Senna and

Michael Schumacher.

Despite the event’s early success, motorsport culture and passion never transferred
to Mainland China until the 1980s, when the country started integrating with the
international community. The birth of four-wheel motorsports in Mainland China is
generally traced back to the first large-scale racing event in the country, the 1985 Hong
Kong-Beijing Rally Z#s—1t 5147 /7 %E. The race, won by 1983 World Rally Champions
Hannu Mikkola and Arne Hertz, attracted strong participation from both Chinese and
international drivers, sparking great enthusiasm for automobile racing in the country
(McCormick, 2018). The event also inspired the first generation of Chinese race car
drivers, namely Lu Ningjun /7 7* %, who became the first man form Mainland China to
participate in the prestigious Dakar Rally and has earned the nickname of ‘Chinese King
of Cars’ H'[E %= F (Chen, 2009). The success of the annual Hong Kong-Beijing Rally
makes the fact that the World Rally Championship was the first global racing series to
land in China rather unsurprising. The 1999 China Rally, held in Huairou (Beijing) and
won by Frenchmen Didier Auriol and Denis Giraudet, was the first major championship

event held in the country, but organizational and financial troubles prevented it from
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returning on the schedule in the following years (Theodorou, 2024). From 2005, China
has also successfully been hosting the Taklamakan Rally 7 [E 335 [ Frdiz 772§, which
has been labelled as the Chinese version of the Dakar Rally and has been added to the
FIA’s motorsport calendar in 2024 (Cao et al., 2025). Attempts to revive the Huairou Rally
in 2016 failed because of weather-induced damage at the venue and weak financial
backing for the event. Despite these setbacks, as of 2024 the WRC promoters still identify
China as “the next strategic target for the championship” (Hietavala, 2024).

Influenced by the popular Grand Prix in neighbouring Macau, the city of Zhuhai
began hosting national races on a street track in 1993 and opened the first purpose-built

autodrome in China, Zhuhai International Circuit (ZIC) ki [E Fr2E 4237, in 1996. The
circuit was constructed with the aim of attracting F1 to Guangdong and struck a deal with
the championship for a race in March 1999, but the event was cancelled three months
before its inauguration due to non-compliance with FIA standards (Andrews, 2024). After
ZIC’s operating company declared insolvency, local authorities in Beijing, Wuhan, Xi’an
and Shanghai developed projects for new F1 racetracks, the latter signing in 2002 a
provisional seven-year contract to stage a Grand Prix starting in 2004 (Xue et al., 2011).
The Shanghai International Circuit (SIC) br %% 43 was constructed on a
marshland in the suburban and car manufacturing Jiading district with an investment of
almost CN¥2 billion (€245 million),’” and completed in less than eighteen months. The
first ever Chinese Grand Prix finally took place in September 2004 to the delight of F1°s
teams and OEMs, including Mercedes, Honda and BMW, who saw the race as the perfect
platform to showcase their brands in a new major strategic market, and was won by
Ferrari’s Rubens Barrichello (Tremayne, 2024). By successfully joining the schedule of
the leading racing championship in the world, China had truly marked its presence in the
global motorsports industry, though staging the event would prove increasingly
burdensome for the promoters, state-owned investment company Shanghai Jiushi [ i A
HAFRAA]. Despite a promising first edition, which registered 260.000 spectators and

generated CN¥300 million (€30 million) in ticket sales, political, financial and

commercial troubles put the Grand Prix in danger of disappearing by the end of its seven-

37 Xue et al. report that total investment in facilities, including an automobile museum and shopping area,
reached US$450 million (€369 million) in 2004. Throughout the chapter, valuations in Euro are based on
average exchange rates in the relevant year.
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year contract. Between 2008 and 2009, three of the main institutional supporters of the
event were convicted: Chen Liangyu, Mayor of Shanghai, and Yu Zhifei, deputy general
manager of Shanghai International Circuit Corporation, were arrested for corruption and
misappropriation of public funds respectively; China Petroleum and Chemical
Corporation (or Sinopec Group, former title partner of the Chinese Grand Prix) President,
Chen Tonghai, received the death penalty for accepting bribes totalling CN¥200 million
before the end of the company’s sponsorship and naming rights agreement with the Grand
Prix (Xue et al., 2011).°® After peaking at 270.000 weekend spectators in 2005, ticket
prices gradually increased and sales waned dramatically, reaching their lowest figure of
120.000 in 2009 (Chew, 2016; Ping, 2011). More worryingly, by 2010 the Chinese Grand
Prix promoter registered losses of at least CN¥200 million (€21.5 million) annually, due
to soaring hosting rights, broadcasting fees, operational costs and promotional
expenditures.’® Despite these setbacks and growing criticism towards the event by local
media and politicians, Formula One Group and SIC agreed a new seven-year deal in early
2011, as the central government’s support towards staging international events that could
bolster China’s and Shanghai’s image proved crucial (Xue et al., 2011). In order to
alleviate the promoter’s financial concerns, Formula One Group granted lower hosting
fees to the venue, while the organizers significantly dropped ticket prices to boost demand

(Ping, 2011).

F1’s arrival opened the door for other international championships to enter the
Chinese market. Having already hosted international GT races in previous years, Zhuhai
International Circuit held a round of the Intercontinental Le Mans Cup (ILMC) in 2010
and 2011, thus bringing the highest level of endurance racing to China. As the FIA World
Endurance Championship replaced the ILMC in 2012, Zhuhai lost its place on the
calendar in favour of the Shanghai International Circuit, which hosted WEC until 2019.
Formula E immediately recognized China as a key strategic market by staging its highly
anticipated first-ever race at the Beijing Olympic Park in September 2014 and returning

to the venue in Season 2. The championship also took over the streets of Hong Kong

38 Xue et al. report that the deal was worth a total of US$117 million across five seasons.

39 Xue et al. report that, as part of the contract signed in 2002 with Formula One Management, the promoters
would pay US$30 million in 2004, increasing 20% per year from 2005 through 2010, for the right of hosting
the championship in Shanghai. At the time, this was the highest hosting fee among all F1 circuits.
Furthermore, SIC would pay $20 million per year for seven years for TV broadcasting rights, which were
awarded for free to CCTV.
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(Seasons 3-5) and Sanya (Season 5) before the Covid-19 pandemic breakout. The 2010s
also marked the establishment of local racing leagues such as the China GT
Championship 7 [E# 2% ] 44545 and the China Touring Car Championship 7 [E75 4
RV B 2, allowing brands to race and promote their supercars and touring cars by
partnering with local teams and drivers. Previously, the China Rally Championship
$i 7787 #5 3% had become a cornerstone of the country’s racing landscape since its

inception in 1999. Despite the average race attendance of 145.000 spectators between
2014-2017 ranking among the lowest of the entire F1 season, the Chinese Grand Prix had
become a stable presence in the expanding calendar of the series and earned a new
contract from 2018 to 2020, as new owner Liberty Media recognized a “great deal of
unexplored potential” in the market (formulal.com, 2017). In order to address the many
marketing challenges faced in China, including the lack of a digital presence, an
insufficient effort in engaging with the local culture and the sport’s association with
wealth and elitism (Chew, 2016), Formula One Group partnered with sports marketing
agency Lagardére Sports and Entertainment to grow opportunities and secure partnerships
in the country (lagardere.com, 2017). Global attention towards the Chinese Grand Prix

grew again in 2019, as it hosted the 1000™ F1 championship race.

The stable growth of the motorsport industry then ground to a halt as the Covid-
19 pandemic and the strict public health policies of the Chinese Government forced
international series away from the country for five years. While local racing resumed as
early as 2021, F1 and Formula E’s comeback to China materialized in 2024, as the
Shanghai International Circuit was converted into a Covid-19 makeshift hospital for
several months (Dong, 2022). Helped by the presence of China’s first full-time F1 driver,
Zhou Guanyu 75, and the championship’s fresh approach to Chinese social media
and digital content, the highly anticipated Shanghai revival in April 2024 outperformed
previous editions, signalling a promising future for the championship in the Chinese
market. As a result, at the end of 2024 race promoter Shanghai Jiushi Group and Formula
One Group extended their agreement to stage the event until 2030 at least
(corp.formulal.com, 2024). One month after F1’s return to China, Formula E also came
back to the country, successfully staging two E-Prix at SIC for two consecutive years, and

committing to race at the venue and to return to Sanya in 2026 (fiaformulae.com, 2025).
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1.3.2 Key global events

The Grand Prix is one of China’s most important yearly sporting events and leaves
a remarkable impact on Shanghai’s entertainment and tourism sector. According to the
2024 Shanghai Sport Events Impact Assessment Report _ i 17 74 & F& 2 5210 7 VAl i
7%, the race hosted a sold-out 200.000 spectators over three days and generated a direct

impact of CN¥1.4 billion (€180 million) on the city’s economy, a 52% increase from the
CN¥922.9 million generated in the previous edition held in 2019. The Grand Prix stood
as the city’s third most impactful sporting event of the year, behind the ATP Masters 1000
and the Olympic Qualifier Series (shobserver.com, 2025). This upwards trend continued
in 2025, as the event promoters confirmed a 30% increase in ticket sale revenues and a
10% growth in circuit spectators to a sold-out 220.000 (Xu, 2025). Among the people that
joined the Shanghai International Circuit, 15,25% were foreigners, of which 60% came
to China primarily to watch the race, while 55% came from the Yangtze River Delta
Region. The event also provided major economic benefits for local businesses in the
Jiading district: hotels in the area registered the highest booking rate in Shanghai, with
occupancy close to 100% and revenues vastly exceeding those of the previous year (Zhao,
2025). According to the Shanghai City Government, during the 2024 race weekend
Jiading’s ten major commercial enterprises generated nearly CN¥120 million (€15.5
million), doubling the usual weekend revenue. For the 2025 edition, staged from March
21% to March 23", ticket holders also enjoyed discounts in selected locations for
accommodation, food, culture and entertainment, while fan engagement activities such as
driving simulators were successfully installed inside and outside the circuit. Outside of
the Jiading district, which also hosted the yearly Shanghai Auto Culture Festival {5
ZESCAKS, the city embraced the racing spirit by hosting the Checkered Flag Carnival #%
Tl REE4E, a Fl-themed festival on the North Bund, from March 16 to 23", The event
celebrated motorsport culture and the Grand Prix through music shows, displays of luxury
cars, Fl-related activities, exclusive merchandising, live broadcasting of the Australian
and Chinese Grands Prix and a special meet-and-greet with China’s first-ever F1 driver
Zhou Guanyu, welcoming more than 88.000 fans and providing a major boost in revenues
for businesses in the area. Overall, data show that from March 17" to 22" 2025,

international and regional flights to and from Shanghai increased by 15% year-on-year;
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from March 20" to 23", the number of passengers arriving at major railway stations in
Shanghai increased by 30% compared to the previous week (Zhao, 2025). Global
attention towards the event also provides a platform to promote the country and the city
to the world through international media. Despite foreign journalists deeming the Chinese
Grand Prix one of the least popular F1 destinations in the calendar because of Shanghai’s
pollution and organizational shortcomings before the Covid-19 pandemic, the 2025
edition attracted positive feedback from international correspondents, who have praised
China’s technological development in terms of mobility, services and environmental

solutions, and underlined its growing motorsport culture (Chinchero, 2025; Smith, 2025).

Formula E’s Shanghai E-Prix also features as one of the major racing events in the
country, as the 2024 edition registered a total attendance figure of almost 40.000 people
across two days (Arab News, 2024), and ranked as the eleventh most influential sporting
event of the year held in the city. Another key international event is the Taklamakan Rally,
the second biggest desert motorsport endurance race in the world after the prestigious
Dakar Rally. The offroad race takes place since 2005 in Xinjiang and has established itself
as a major marketing and endurance testing platform for Chinese and foreign brands, as
drivers get behind the wheel of prototype rally vehicles, 4x4 production cars, new energy
vehicles or motorcycles. Thanks to its massive length and duration, which in 2025 was
roughly 5200 kilometres over 13 days, the Taklamakan Rally has been recognized as an
ambassador of the natural scenery and cultural heritage of Xinjiang and a driver of

tourism and economic growth for the region (Cao et al., 2025).
1.3.3 Local institutions and policy

The rising popularity of the sport in China coincides with a growing number of
racing competitions and festivals hosted in the country on both the national and
international level. As of November 30, 2019 the Chinese Automobile and Motorcycle
Sports Federation H [E{R 4 BEIL 12854 (CAMEF, founded in 1999 as China
Automobile Sports Federation) counted 5226 registered drivers and 203 registered teams,
15 FIA and FIM-certified domestic racing circuits, 4 tracks certified by the World Karting
Council and 620 driving camps. Every year, the country’s federation organizes more than
10 national championships and approximately 100 races on all types of track surface for

custom-made, modified and production cars, alongside Esports competitions. Notable
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national competitions sanctioned by CAMF include the China Karting Championship
KT 447453, the FIA F4 Chinese Championship [ Fri< 5k F4 524 B 4R br 3,
the China Endurance Championship H [EVX 4= /] ## 5 %%, the China GT Championship,
the China Rally Championship and the Taklamakan Rally. China’s rise as the global leader
in electric vehicles production has also led to the successful establishment of EV-related
competitions such as the Qinghai Lake EV Rally ¥ i (E br) HEI7R - Hk Lk FE and
the EcoRally Cup China H FrA= 25457 /38 (1 E %)) . Festivals such as the Goldenwood
Festival of Speed 4 33i#E 17 in Beijing’s Chaoyang district (inspired by the world-
renowned Goodwood Festival of Speed held in the United Kingdom), the China
Automobile and Motorcycle Sports Festival H [E {5 4 BEFE 4 125) K% in Daging,

Heilongjiang and the Shanghai Auto Culture Festival in Shanghai’s Jiading District also

contribute to the development of a traditional racing and car culture.

After the Chinese government issued the ‘Outline for Building a Leading Sports
Nation® 1A & 5% [F # W4 % in September 2019,** CAMF formulated its own ten-year
plan (2020-2029) for the development of the motorsport industry. The main objectives of
the project include: the implementation of the ‘Healthy China’ 1 #7 [F plan by opening
public spaces and driving camps and carrying out motorsports-related social, cultural and
leisure activities; the improvement of technical, organizational and competitive standards
by strengthening cooperation with related industries, supporting research and
development, encouraging participation at every level, scouting and fostering talent and
establishing a modern, attractive and high-quality competition system on the local,
national and international stage; the economic development of the industry by enhancing
motorsports consumption, improving production methods and business models and
integrating technologies such as big data and artificial intelligence. With this method,
CAMF aims to reach 20 million individual members, 30.000 registered racing drivers and
500 racing teams by 2029. The national federation also strives to obtain FIA and FIM-
certified status for more than 30 circuits and to realize a total of 3000 driving camps by

the end of the ten-year development plan (autosports.org.cn, 2019).

40 The ‘Outline for Building a Leading Sports Nation’ is a plan that aims to develop China into a sports
powerhouse by 2050 through increased competition, public engagement and investment in sports.
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The establishment of Formula Student China ' [E K2#4 77230 R FIFEF in
2009 also demonstrates that Chinese universities recognize the growth of the automotive
and motorsport industries in the country. Centred around the design, manufacturing and
racing of small car prototypes following specific regulations, the competition aims to
cultivate and select elite engineering talents in China and replicates the format employed
by other participating institutions in the rest of the world. Once every year, college teams
from all over the country face off in the four sub-categories of Combustion, Electric,
Autonomous and Baja SAE vehicles, the best ones collecting points in the World Ranking.
Since its inception, Formula Student China has reached 420 registered teams from 240
national and international universities, attracting financial and technical support from

Chinese and foreign automotive and engineering firms (formulastudent.sae-china.org).*!
1.3.4 Infrastructures

The establishment of the motorsport industry in China has stimulated the
development of a vast network of autodromes across the mainland. Excluding different
configurations of the same racetrack, as of June 2025, the country features a total of 18
FIA-certified conventional facilities in 14 different administrative divisions. Among these,
five have obtained a Grade 4 licence, five Grade 3, seven Grade 2 and only Shanghai
International Circuit has been granted Grade 1 status, which is required to host a F1 event
(fia.com, 2025). Following CAMF’s ambitious plan to reach 30 FIA and FIM-graded
circuits by the end of 2029, new facilities are currently planned or under construction all
over the country, including: a temporary street track around Beijing’s Tongming Lake
Park, scheduled to host the last round of GT World Challenge Asia in October 2025; a
permanent FIA Grade 2 autodrome in Luanzhou, Hebei, set to open in late 2025; a FIA
Grade 1 circuit in Guangzhou, as stated in the Guangdong Province 2024 Key
Construction Project Plan (gz.gov.cn, 2024). Furthermore, the license of some facilities,
including Zhejiang International Circuit in Shaoxing, Zhejiang (Grade 2) and Wuhan
International Circuit in Wuhan, Hubei (Grade 2), has expired as of June 2025 and thus is

likely to be renewed.

4l As of the end of 2024, the best Chinese universities in the Formula Student World Ranking are Jilin
University 7 #& K%, ranked 21st worldwide in the Combustion category, and Wuhan University of
Technology F /X T. K%, ranked 22nd in Electric competitions.
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Exhibit 1.1 List of FIA-licensed circuits in China as of 3% June 2025

Circuit name City Region Main event in FIA Track
2025* Grade | length

Shanghai Audi Shanghai Shanghai Formula 1 Heineken 1 5451 m

International Chinese Grand Prix

Circuit

Chengdu Tianfu Chengdu Sichuan China Endurance 2 3264 m

International Championship

Circuit

Ningbo Ningbo Zhejiang TCR Asia Series 2 4010 m

International

Circuit

Ordos International | Ordos City Inner TCR China 2 3751 m

Circuit Mongolia Championship

Shougang Qinhuangdao | Hebei None 2 3800 m

Motorsport Valley

V1 Autoworld Wuging Tianjin GT China Cup 2 4300 m

Zhuhai Zhuhai Guangdong China GT 2 4300 m

International Championship

Circuit

Zhuzhou Zhuzhou Hunan TCR World Tour 2 3770 m

International

Circuit

Goldenport Park Beijing Beijing None 3 2390 m

Circuit

Dagqing Racing Dagqing Heilongjiang | TCR China 3 3163 m

Town Championship

Guangdong Zhaoqing Guangdong LET’S RACE 3 2820 m

International Huasheng Rubber

Circuit Spur Race

Pingtan Street Pingtan Fujian China Endurance 3 2937 m

Circuit Island Championship

Shandong Weifang | Weifang Shandong LET’S RACE 3 1600 m

International Huasheng Rubber

Circuit Spur Race

Guizhou Junchi Guiyang Guizhou None 4 2200 m

International

Circuit

Nanjing Wanchi Nanjing Jiangsu None 4 2014 m

International

Autopark

Shanghai Shanghai Shanghai Dongfeng Fengshen 4 2063 m

Tianmashan Circuit Yixuan Cup

Xi’an Automobile Xi’an Shaanxi Speed Chang’an 4 2100 m

University Track

Xiamen Xiamen Fujian None 4 1820 m

International

Circuit

* Only international or national-level championships.

As the highest-level facility in China, the Shanghai International Circuit is the
most important and busiest autodrome in the country. The track was designed by German

specialist circuit architect Hermann Tilke to resemble the character ‘Shang’ | and
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features state-of-the art pit buildings, press rooms and floating team hospitalities, inspired
by the city’s Yuyuan ¥4 [7d. SIC has not only hosted eighteen F1 races, ending a four-year
absence due to the Covid-19 pandemic in 2024, but also eight rounds of the World
Endurance Championship (2012-2019) and two Formula E E-Prix (Seasons 10 and 11).
As is the case with the numerous other circuits scattered across the country, international
races fill a minimal part of Shanghai International Circuit’s calendar: the facility is mainly
used for competitions at the continental and national level, single-made championships
(such as Lamborghini Super Trofeo Asia or Hyundai N Cup China), driver or production
car testing, private rentals, club racing, guided tours, and other cultural or sporting
activities such as concerts or cycling contests. In the surrounding area, a motorsport-based
cultural space includes a historic car museum, a theme park, a FIA-homologated karting
circuit and automobile brand facilities such as Porsche Experience Centre Shanghai,
making Jiading District the automobile capital of China. According to Shanghai City

Government, in 2024 the autodrome attracted 528.000 visitors in total (shanghai.gov.cn).

China has also made strides in terms of karting facilities, which are key to the
development of young drivers. As of July 2025, the FIA has granted a license to six
circuits, the second-most in the world behind Italy’s eleven, meaning that the country
could host international races such as the FIA Karting World Championship. Despite this
achievement, the level of competition and equipment still lags behind European,
American and Japanese standards, forcing up and coming Chinese drivers to move to the
Old Continent in order to advance their careers after succeeding in their home country.
Indoor and outdoor karting clubs, a key driver of growth for the motorsport industry as
they are crucial to introducing the sport to children and neophytes, have quickly emerged
as a high-cost entertainment form in China’s Tier 1 and Tier 2 cities. According to Huajing
Industry Research Institute, the number of karting clubs in the country has steadily grown
each year from 175 in 2014 to 490 in 2019. Total visitors also increased consistently from
10.5 million to 16.8 million in 2019 and the market size of karting clubs more than
doubled, going from CN¥1.155 billion (€140 million circa) in 2014 to CN¥2.688 billion
(€325 million circa). The main hurdles for further development include high average
expenses for consumers (around CN¥100 per session), long waiting periods before a
return on investment could materialize for owners and high maintenance, safety and

development costs of the facility (sohu.com, 2021).
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1.2.5 People

Car racing’s landing in China did not provide immediate opportunities to join the
global motorsport industry for Chinese individuals. Despite their global reach, the main
international racing categories maintain strong European roots, as the vast majority of
professional teams, industry-related companies and specialized educational institutions
are based in the Old Continent. This advantage is exacerbated at grassroots level, where
the better competition, know-how and infrastructure in Europe complicates the path to
reaching the top-tier of motorsports for young and aspiring drivers, engineers and
mechanics. More than twenty years after the first F1 Grand Prix in the country, drivers,
engineers and teams from China are more represented than ever in the car racing world,

painting a promising picture for the future.

Despite China’s first love for rallying, the latest generations of racing drivers have
gradually shifted towards classic circuit racing, influenced by the establishment of high-
level karting facilities and autodromes in major cities and the increasing exposure to other
high-level championships such as F1. Before Zhou Guanyu’s breakthrough at the pinnacle
of the motorsport ladder, the first driver to land a role in F1 was Dutch-born Ho-Pin Tung
(Chinese name Dong Hebin # fij x&), who tested for BMW Williams (2003), BMW
Sauber (2007) and Renault F1 Team (2009) after impressing in junior categories. Despite
never getting a shot in the top tier of single-seater racing, Tung has had a successful career
in sports prototypes and especially the LMP2 category, winning the class and claiming an
overall podium at the 2017 24 Hours of Le Mans. A truly pioneering moment then came
at the 2012 Italian Grand Prix, as Ma Qinghua 275 ¥ became the first Chinese driver to
participate in an official F1 event, taking the wheel of an HRT car for the first Free
Practice session only. Ma, whose opportunity to race in F1 disappeared after HRT folded
in late 2012, also drove a Caterham car in FP1 at Shanghai International Circuit, the first
time for a Chinese driver at his home Grand Prix event. His switch to touring cars, where
he is still driving in 2025, proved successful, as he collected victories on the national,
continental and world stage. Other notable professional racing drivers at national and

continental level include Cheng Congfu #£M K, Ye Hongli 5477 and Cao Hongwei ¥

T
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In 2022, Zhou Guanyu made history as he debuted as a full-time F1 driver,
becoming the first Chinese athlete to race in the top tier of motorsports and to score points
in the championship, earning 10" place in his first Grand Prix. As is the case with many
Asian professional racing drivers, Zhou moved to Europe as a teenager to advance his
career and achieved success in the Chinese and British karting scene. His promising
results in junior categories and commercial potential earned him a drive at the Sauber
team, for which he raced for three seasons.* In his tenure as a F1 driver, Zhou
accumulated 16 points from 68 entries, with a best result of 8" claimed at the 2022
Canadian Grand Prix and the 2024 Qatar Grand Prix. His participation at the highest level
of the motorsport pyramid sparked great attention in China from both a sporting and a
commercial standpoint, as the Shanghainese attracted the interest of many companies:
since 2021, Zhou has taken a brand ambassador role in China for HSBC, Hublot,
AMBROSIAL, Hennessy, Dior and Lululemon; has collaborated with ZEEKR, ASUS,
ROBBI, McDonald’s and PUMA; and has attracted Chinese Al company SenseTime F
% as a technical partner of the Sauber team. On April 19" 2024, coinciding with Zhou’s
first home race, Shanghai Media Group L) # L launched The First One- #7454
F /& 771 7%, an award-winning documentary on Zhou’s career produced by Five Star Sports
Media F. 2 1A & . The Shanghainese driver has since been credited as a pioneer for
motorsports in China, as local reports underline a surge in interest towards karting and
other racing activities after his debut in F1 (Qin, 2025). As of 2025, Zhou has stepped

down from a full-time racing role and assumed the position of Reserve Driver at Scuderia

Ferrari.

The biggest sporting achievement for a Chinese racing driver, though, came in
June 2025, as Ye Yifei '"'— & won the most prestigious endurance race in the world, the
24 Hours of Le Mans, driving a factory Ferrari prototype for private team AF Corse. Ye’s
career followed a similar path to that of Zhou Guanyu: after dominating the karting scene
in China, he moved to France at 14 years of age to improve his racing skills in a more
competitive environment. Having impressed during his formative years in European and

Asian single seater categories, the Xi’an-born driver switched to LMP2 sport prototypes

42 In Zhou’s three seasons at Sauber, the team was known as Alfa Romeo F1 Team Orlen (2022), Alfa
Romeo F1 Team Stake (2023) and Stake F1 Team Kick Sauber (2024) for commercial reasons.
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in 2021, immediately winning the two main feeder championships of WEC, the European
and Asian Le Mans Series, and becoming a Porsche factory driver. In late 2023, Ye joined
Ferrari as an official driver, racing for customer team AF Corse in the 2024 and 2025
seasons of WEC and becoming the first Chinese driver to triumph at Le Mans at just 25
years of age. Despite his numerous achievements in his short career to date, Ye has not
achieved the level of commercial and media attention gathered by Zhou, as endurance

racing’s popularity lags behind other forms of motorsports in China.

While drivers are undoubtedly the stars of the show, racing provides clearer career
opportunities in more traditional fields such as engineering, marketing and media.
Individuals aspiring to work in the technical side of the global motorsport industry face
similar barriers to those encountered by drivers. Professional teams are almost exclusively
based in Europe, therefore European universities maintain a strong lead in all motorsport-
related disciplines, in some cases offering specialized degree courses focused on racing.
One of China’s most well-known F1 professionals is Li Qin Z=>, who completed her
education in China, Germany and the United States before becoming an aerodynamicist
at Haas F1 Team and Scuderia Ferrari. During her career in F1, she gathered a strong
following on Chinese social media platforms by sharing her journey and has since been
recognized as a role model for aspiring engineers in her home country. Other Chinese
individuals that have publicly shared their experience in the racing world include Zhang

Xutong 5K # 1#, CFD Application Engineer at Mercedes-AMG Petronas F1 Team,
Dominic Zheng (Chinese name: Zheng Deming #8454%4), Tyre Performance Engineer at

Sauber F1 Team, and Alex Hui, Team Principal of Cupra Kiro Formula E Team (Zeng,

2025).

The number of Chinese teams on the global stage has also been very limited, as
running a competitive operation at the highest level of motorsports requires strong
expertise and financial commitment. The most successful outfit registered under the
Chinese flag is multiple Formula E champion Techeetah ki, which debuted in the series
in 2016-2017 (Season 3). The team, owned by private equity firm China Media Capital
e N SCAE through its subsidiary SECA % 77t X, quickly rose to the top of the
championship first as a Renault customer team and especially as main partner of French

brand DS, collecting three Drivers’ and two Teams’ championships between Seasons 4

63



and 6. Despite its domination, the financial situation of the team quickly unravelled, as
its net liabilities at the end of 2020 surpassed €31 million. By Season 8, the operation was
racing under the French flag as it scrambled to find investment and sold its assets to
survive. The end of the partnership with DS before Season 9 meant that it disappeared
from the Formula E grid as its most successful outfit ever (Smith, 2022). Before
Techeetah’s domination, another Chinese entity had secured a title in Formula E:
NEXTEV TCR Formula E Team, known as China Racing Formula E Team for the first
half of the campaign, powered Nelson Piquet Jr. to the Drivers’ Championship crown in
Season 1. The outfit later became known as the NIO Team, which will be discussed in
Chapter 3. Outside of Formula E, the only notable Chinese outfit is Wuhan-based Jackie
Chan DC Racing, which raced LMP2 cars in the World Endurance Championship from
2016 (when it was known as Baxi DC Racing Alpine) to 2020. The team, co-owned by
actor Jackie Chan and driver David Cheng, achieved its best results at the 2017 24 Hours
of Le Mans, as it completed a one-two finish in the LMP2 class, led the race and obtained
a double overall podium, only behind Porsche’s LMP1 entry, becoming the first Chinese
outfit to finish in the top three at Le Mans. Jackie Chan DC Racing halted its activities
after the Covid-19 pandemic breakout, having claimed nine class victories in WEC and

two second place finishes in the LMP2 championship.
1.2.6 Media and digital coverage

In 2023, motorsports (including two-wheels racing) were the fourth most watched
major western sport in China behind basketball, football and tennis. F1 stood as the sixth
most-viewed foreign league in the country, with 18% of online households watching the
category on CCTV, Shanghai TV or Guangdong TV (Shafer et al., 2023). That same year,
Formula One Group and digital media giant Tencent signed an agreement to broadcast
the 2024 season live on streaming platform Tencent Sport, thus bringing the
championship to the wide audience of Chinese netizens. The deal proved successful and
was renewed for three further seasons starting in 2025, with Tencent providing an
enhanced viewing experience through expert analysis and high-quality insight, adapting
F1TV’s format to the Chinese market. According to Nielsen Sports data, the total number
of fans increased by 39% in 2024, making China the fastest growing market for the
championship (Baldwin, 2024). Formula One Group also revealed that the 2024 edition

of the Chinese Grand Prix had accumulated 14.8 million viewers across the country, a 50%
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increase compared to 2019, and TV audiences for the season increased 35% YoY in 2024
to over 100 million unique viewers, making China the biggest market for F1 in this metric
(corp.formulal.com, 2025; Dong et al., 2025). As of the end of 2024, according to the
championship’s CEO Stefano Domenicali, “the sport has seen its fanbase in China climb
to over 150 million, with more than half of this group starting to follow Formula One in
the last four years, and 50% being women” (corp.formulal.com, 2024). Formula E’s
strong focus on the Chinese market, according to the championship, has brought the total
number of local fans to 118 million, with races broadcasted on several different television

channels and streaming services (fiaformulae.com, 2024).#

F1 has also established a comprehensive presence on Chinese social media
platforms, starting with the launch of its Weixin and Weibo channels in 2018. Since 2023,
the championship has changed its approach to Chinese social media, sharing both
translated videos, images and articles sourced from Western F1 channels, and original
customized content for the Chinese market. In 2024, it expanded its reach by launching
its official Bilibili, Douyin and Kuaishou channels. By the end of 2024, the championship
reached 4.4 million cumulative fans across Weixin, Toutiao, Weibo and Douyin,
managing a growth of 1 million from 2023 and 1.7 million from 2021 (corp.formulal.com,
2024). F1 and Formula E’s Chinese social media platforms are managed by Beijing-based
marketing agency Red Lantern b 5% 8 il £ 7 14 £ R G BR A 7], which has also
partnered with Scuderia Ferrari and Jaguar TCS Racing. The digital media company has
focused on collaborations with Chinese influencers, creators and social media platforms
in order to create original content to promote the two championships and their respective
events at Shanghai International Circuit, with the aim of increasing their exposure, reach
and engagement to the public (redlanterndigitalmedia.com, 2025). WEC has also made
key strategic moves in the Chinese social media landscape by broadcasting live the full
2025 edition of the 24 Hours of Le Mans on Douyin, Weibo and Weixin (fiawec.com,
2025).

Wider TV coverage and social media presence did not just bring the championship

to a bigger, broader and younger audience, but also allowed the development of a unique

43 Formula E’s website lists six media partners in China: traditional broadcasters Guangdong TV and CCTYV,
and digital platforms Huya, Sina, Bilibili and Tencent Sports.
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fan culture that has started populating online platforms and racetracks. At the 2025
Chinese Grand Prix, racing enthusiasts organized on social media a gathering at the
Shanghai International Circuit Fanzone, with the goal of exchanging gifts and showing
off their creations, which included driver cards and photographs, small gadgets, donghua-
style adaptations of drivers, racing-inspired pieces of clothing and F1-derived memes and

inside jokes, creating a unique sense of community (Smith, 2025).
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Chapter 2: Chinese car brands and motorsport marketing

The famous ‘Win on Sunday, sell on Monday’ motto perfectly captures how car
companies used to conceive motor racing in the 20" Century. Winning on the race track
meant, in the mind of marketers, gaining enough brand prestige and reputation to,
ultimately, benefit the sales of commercial products. Though the connotation of this
marketing slogan has deepened and layered in recent years, its core meaning has not
changed: establishing a racing programme remains a strategic marketing option available
to automotive manufacturers. As with every marketing platform, automobile racing
entails a number of powerful opportunities and complex challenges, which are introduced
in the first section of the Chapter, alongside the peculiar characteristics of motorsport
marketing. Each opportunity and challenge presented is complemented by real-life
examples and records of both successful and unsuccessful motorsport marketing
campaigns implemented by automotive companies. In the second part of the Chapter, a
strong emphasis is put on the motor racing endeavours of Chinese automotive brands,
analysing the most significant aspects of their marketing campaigns in the industry to
illustrate how the brand has benefitted from them and to identify potential opportunities
in a somewhat unexplored sector. Despite the involvement of Chinese firms in national
and international competitions still being very limited, the Chapter specifically
investigates the two most notable cases in recent years: first, Geely Group’s extensive
motor racing activities both in the local and global scene, with a detailed focus on the
firm’s campaign in the FIA World Touring Car Cup (WTCC) and the FIA Touring Car
Racing World Tour (2019-) with the Lynk & Co brand; second, NIO’s high-level
commitment in the FIA Formula E World Championship from 2014 to 2023.

2.1 Marketing opportunities and challenges in automobile racing

2.1.1 Motorsport marketing: key characteristics and opportunities

As mentioned in the previous Chapter, one of car racing’s key characteristics is its
global reach. As shown in Exhibit 2.1, in 2025 the four main global series staged 56 events,
visiting a total of 33 countries, of which 16 in Europe, 9 in Asia, 6 in the Americas, and 1
in both Africa and Oceania. In terms of market share, Europe maintains its historic

leadership as the cradle and central hub of the four major World Championships and
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professional motor racing in general, followed by North America, where the popularity
of national series such as IndyCar and NASCAR generally matches or exceeds that of
their global rivals. Asia-Pacific is the fastest growing market, boosted by the recent
growth and popularization of local and international car racing in China, India and South-
East Asia. Latin America remains a strong market due to the historic connection of
countries such as Mexico, Brazil and Argentina with automobile competitions, and
especially F1. Furthermore, the Middle East has become a key region for auto racing
thanks to its cutting-edge facilities and willingness to invest in the industry (market.us,
2025). With the exception of Kenya and South Africa, the presence of international car
racing is hardly felt in Africa, where the sport has failed to establish strong roots mainly

due to infrastructural, logistical and economic hurdles (Hassan et al., 2021).

Exhibit 2.1: Nations hosting at least one FIA World Championship round in 2025

Creoted with mapchartnet

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the races of the four World Championships are
broadcasted to a global audience in more than 150 countries, making visibility one of
their strengths. After struggling with identity crises and financial turmoil during the 2010s
and the Covid-19 pandemic, the car racing industry bounced back significantly in the
current decade in terms of TV spectators, social media followers and other strategic KPIs
(Xu, 2024). Data published by F1 show relative consistency from 2021 to 2024 in terms
of cumulative television audience, that is the aggregate of the average audience of all the

F1 broadcasts across the year, ranging between 1,5 and 1,6 billion viewers per season.
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Swings are mainly related to: the number of races held per season, as 22 events were
staged in 2021, 2022 and 2023, but 24 in 2024; the implementation of new deals with
pay-per-view networks; changes in the start time of races; the competitive appeal of the
racing season (libertymedia.com, 2022; 2023; 2024; 2025).* In 2024 (Season 10),
Formula E managed to beat its previous record of 411 million cumulative TV viewers set
in 2019 (Season 5), after four years of stalling growth that led to the departure of some
key participants. It is nevertheless crucial to note that Formula E has been criticised by
industry experts for its “[...] purposely misleading” TV audience reports (Brittle, 2025).
In 2024, the World Rally Championship claimed a total cumulative audience of almost
1,3 billion people across television and web platforms (wrc.com, 2025). The World
Endurance Championship registered a record-breaking 113 million spectators during the
91* edition of the 24 Hours of Le Mans in 2023, a 150% increase from the previous year
(24h-lemans.com, 2023).

Exhibit 2.2: Cumulative TV audience comparison: Formula One, Formula E, WRC
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Live event attendance also saw impressive growth after the Covid-19 pandemic,

which heavily impacted the 2020 and 2021 seasons. In 2022, Formula One totalled 5,7

4 The 2021 season featured one of F1’s most controversial and tightly contested title battles ever, resolved
at the final lap of the last race of the season in favour of eventual first-time champion Max Verstappen
against seven-time champion Lewis Hamilton. In 2023, on an opposite note, Verstappen won 19 out of 22
races, as only one event was conquered by a non-Red Bull car.
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million circuit spectators in twenty-two races, beating its previous record of 4,16 million
set in 2019 (libertymedia.com, 2023). Live attendance rose again by 5,2% in as many
races in 2023 and 9% YoY to 6,5 million in 2024, when two more rounds were added to
the championship’s schedule (libertymedia.com, 2024; 2025). That year, ten events
registered new attendance records, as four Grands Prix welcomed more than 400.000
people at the circuit (Brittle, 2024). For all series, but especially F1, higher growth in this
metric is mainly constrained by circuit grandstand capacity, which for many events such
as the Chinese Grand Prix is lower than ticket demand (Chen, 2024). While Formula E
does not provide data for this metric, WRC claimed that a total of 4 million people
attended the thirteen rounds of the 2024 championship (wrc.com, 2025). WEC’s main
race, the 24 Hours of Le Mans, has also been drawing bigger crowds at Circuit de la
Sarthe: after the 2022 edition, which attracted 244.200 people, live attendance grew 33%,
1,2% and 0,9% each year, reaching a record-breaking 332.000 spectators in 2025. In 2024,
the WEC broke attendance records at every circuit it visited, as historic championship
events such as the 6 Hours of Spa in Belgium and the 6 Hours of Fuji in Japan reported
attendances of 88.180 (+22.5% YoY) and 65.000 (+18.8% YoY) respectively
(fiawec.com,2024; Tansey, 2024).

The four main global championships have also established a strong following on
social media, with F1 leading the way after its digital reorientation designed by Liberty
Media. In 2017, the new ownership allowed teams and drivers to post behind-the-scenes
content on social media platforms, relaxing the strict rules put in place by the previous
management and investing on digital content to capture a younger and broader audience
(Wood et al., 2023). From 2018 to the end of 2024, F1 followers grew by 421% to 97,4
million across Western and Chinese platform (libertymedia.com, 2025), while social
media engagement has grown every year until 2023, when interest dwindled due to little
competition at the front of the field (Noble, 2023).% Since the championship’s inception
in 2014, Formula E has used social media to specifically target environmentally conscious
young people, experimenting with new and disruptive dynamics such as the controversial
FanBoost, which allowed the most voted driver on social media to obtain a slight

performance advantage during a race. The system, now defunct, received much criticism

45 According to the latest available F1 data, total social media engagement in 2021 reached approximately
1,5 billion (libertymedia.com, 2025).
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from motor racing purists, but highlights Formula E’s boldness to break traditional norms
and engage its fans in unconventional ways (Nass, 2021). As of the end of 2024, the

series boasts a total of 6,4 million social media followers across all social media platforms.

Exhibit 2.3: Total social media follower comparison: Formula One, Formula E, WRC
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Another key characteristic of car racing marketing is its high storytelling potential,
as teams, championships and brands tap into the sport’s foundational and distinguishing
features to entice new and old fans. Speed, danger, passion and adrenaline are the most
leveraged traits in all marketing efforts, while heritage, politics and technology appeal to
more experienced and knowledgeable audiences (Dove, 2024). The Netflix docu-series
Drive to Survive (2019-), which opens the curtain on exclusive behind-the-scenes
interactions and happenings involving the key protagonists of F1 during each year’s
competitive season, is central to Liberty Media’s digital strategy and the championship’s
recent surge in popularity. The show is credited for managing to put the spotlight on the
human side of motor racing and converting new audience cohorts, namely men and
women aged 16-35, to the sport by exploiting and sometimes fictionalising typical
narratives such as rivalries, underdogs, comebacks, sacrifices and heroic actions.
Crucially, Drive to Survive displayed each driver’s and team manager’s personality and
background, allowing new and old fans to connect with F1’s protagonists in an innovative
manner (Soble et al., 2024). Other sporting and racing series have since followed F1’s

storytelling blueprint, with less mainstream success: Formula E produced multiple docu-
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series, such as Formula E Unplugged (2021-2023) and Formula E: Driver (2025); WEC
focused on two YouTube miniseries titled Meet the Legends (2024) and Full Access
(2025); WRC successfully aired the YouTube documentary More than Machine in 2024
and 2025. Moreover, the gripping narratives and cinematographic aesthetics of the sport
have inspired directors and producers to bring it to the big screen. As of October 2025,
automobile racing films monopolize the podium of the worldwide highest-grossing
sporting movies of all time, as F'/: The Movie (2025) overtook Pixar Animation Studios

films Cars (2006) and Cars 2 (2011). Chinese movie Pegasus 2 (Original title: &3 N\ 4=
2, 2024), a comedy centred around rallying competitions, is ranked fifth on the list
(Benson, 2025). Other famous racing movies worldwide include: Grand Prix (1966); Le
Mans (1971); Days of Thunder (1990); Talladega Nights: The Ballad of Ricky Bobby
(2006); Senna (2010); Rush (2013); Turbo (2013); Ford v Ferrari (2019); Pegasus
(Original title: &3t N4, 2019); Ferrari (2023). The 2025 blockbuster F1: The Movie,
produced by Apple in partnership with the championship and directed by Joseph Kosinski,
surpassed $500 million at the global box office in August 2025, becoming leading actor
Brad Pitt’s highest-grossing film and contributing to a 40% YoY growth in F1 revenues
in the second quarter of 2025 (Huston, 2025). The fictional movie captures many motor
racing clichés, as veteran and nomadic driver Sonny Hayes (Brad Pitt) is recruited by
former teammate and current team owner Rubén Cervantes (Javier Bardem) to help
saving the ailing APXGP stable, partnering with ambitious rookie Joshua Pearce (Damson
Idris). The film is closely intertwined with F1: it was shot during the actual 2023 and
2024 F1 seasons with authentic scenes from the grid and the paddock; it features cameos
from F1 drivers, team managers and journalists; it attracted real-life companies to sponsor
the APXGP cars, two F1-resembling Formula 2 prototypes driven at real F1 venues during

inter-session pauses (Riley, 2025).

Racing also provides a platform to showcase and reinforce a corporate brand’s
identity, defined by Kapferer as “[...] a clear definition of what the brand wants to stand
for [...] largely influenced by the organizational values, culture, personality and know-
how”. Among the real-life cases of corporate brand building, the author cites Renault’s
deep and costly commitment to racing in F1 in the 1980s and 1990s as “[...] a way for
revealing the true nature of modern Renault”. Despite showing no effect on the product

brand image, the sporting endeavours of the French manufacturer “[...] had a definite

72



impact on the perception of the corporation itself among many circles, worldwide.
Renault’s successive successes in Formula 1 resulted in a new corporate identity trait,
dynamism, being attributed to the corporate brand among key audiences” (Kapferer,
2002). Racing has also been used as a tool for brand revitalisation, defined by Kapferer
as “[...] recreating a consistent flow of sales, putting the brand back to life, on a growth
slope again” (Kapferer, 2008). In 2016, the Renault Group relaunched the defunct
premium sportscar brand Alpine, which in 2021 absorbed the racing arm of the French
manufacturer. Therefore, the Renault F1 team was rebranded as Alpine F1 Team and the
company re-entered the top tier of endurance racing in an attempt to exploit the exposure
and prestige of two international series. The project has, as of the end of 2025, claimed
disappointing sporting results and frequent criticism due to subpar performances and
managerial controversies (Mitchell-Malm, 2024), while in 2024 global sales of Alpine
cars still fell short of the 2019 record figure of 4.832 despite the introduction of a new
model (media.renaultgroup.com, 2021; 2025). Subaru’s endeavour in the WRC provides,
on the other hand, a successful case of increased brand awareness and brand rejuvenation
through motor racing. Relatively unknown outside of its domestic market, the Japanese
firm was perceived initially as a niche producer of cheap, rugged, slow and boring utility
vehicles for farmers. Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, the brand successfully shifted
consumer perception partly thanks to its involvement at the highest level of rallying,
where it achieved six world titles fielding the iconic blue-and-gold Subaru Impreza,
driven among others by legendary driver Colin McRae. By triumphing in global rallying
and focusing on emotional branding, Subaru truly became a mainstream marque,
conveying a fresh image of adventure, performance, reliability and coolness among

worldwide audiences (Beck-Burridge et al., 2001).

One of the most commonly employed strategies in motor racing is heritage
marketing, which is defined as “an elective choice of companies aiming to enhance their
history and shared values, for purposes of generating a sense of belonging in the consumer
and creating a lasting emotional bond [...], for strengthening ties with external
stakeholders and building feelings of solidarity with internal stakeholders, and for
motivating employees to spread the organisational culture and substantiate the company’s
identity” (Riviezzo et al., 2021). In motor racing, this marketing strategy, coupled with

effective storytelling, allows long-standing and industry-leading automotive brands to
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capitalize on their rich historic background in competitions. Among the most successful
brands in the history of the sport, Mercedes-Benz has implemented heritage marketing in
numerous campaigns since its return in F1 as a works team in 2010. At the 2019 German
Grand Prix, the marque celebrated the 125" anniversary of its motorsport activities and
its 200" race in the series by launching a special heritage livery at its home race, inspired
by the legendary birth of the ‘Silver Arrows’ nickname in the 1930s (formulal.com, 2019).
According to the legend, at the 1934 Eifelrennen held at the Niirburgring, Mercedes
engineers scraped away the white paint in order to shave weight off the W25 Grand Prix
car and comply with the maximum weight limit, thus exposing the shining silver
aluminium beneath the bodywork. Thanks to this solution, the single seater complied with
the regulations and was allowed to race, and win, its home event (motorsport.com,
2023).4 The 2019 design featured heritage logos of the team’s sponsoring brands on the
front end, which was exceptionally painted in white to recall the original colour of
German cars in international competition. The white paint gave the impression of being
scraped away to reveal the usual silver livery around the cockpit area, as a reference to
the history of the W25. Furthermore, the team adorned its garage with historic posters
and memorabilia from the brand’s past efforts in racing, wore one-off overalls inspired
by the style of the 1930s and displayed some of its most successful Grand Prix cars across
the circuit’s public areas (Edmondson et al., 2019). Despite the event proving
uncharacteristically disappointing on the sporting front, this heritage marketing campaign
by Mercedes-Benz established a new benchmark among racing teams, sponsors and
corporate brands, including Ferrari, Honda and Audi, who later took inspiration for their

own heritage marketing campaigns in motorsports.*’

6 The legitimacy of the story is questioned by multiple sources that document entries of silver German
racing cars dubbed ‘Silver Arrows’ prior to the 1934 Eifelrennen (motorsport.com, 2023)

47 These marketing campaigns include: Ferrari’s 1000™ Grand Prix special burgundy livery and celebrations
at the 2020 Tuscan Grand Prix (formulal.com, 2020); Red Bull Racing’s homage livery to Honda in the
final year of their partnership at the 2025 Japanese Grand Prix (formulal.com, 2025); Audi’s launch of its
2026 F1 debut, featuring the most successful cars in the rallying, endurance, off-road and grand tourer
disciplines in the brand’s motor racing history (formulal.com, 2025).
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Exhibit 2.4: Mercedes-AMG Petronas F1 Team's heritage livery for the 2019 Formula 1 German Grand
Prix. Source: mercedes-benz-archive.com

Brands that have not built a lasting legacy in motorsport can nonetheless promote
their identity through racing by employing compelling narratives through traditional
platforms or social media. The Genesis Magma Racing project provides an example of
how a story-based approach, rather than a history-based one (Kapferer, 2008), can
constitute a crucial brand building tool even before the start of a competitive campaign.
The Korean brand and its high-performance division, Magma, will debut in international
motorsports at the end of March 2026 by fielding two Hypercars in the WEC. Since the
public launch of the endurance campaign in December 2024, Genesis embraced the
branding opportunities provided by this endeavour by documenting on the racing
division’s social media channels all the key steps of its path towards the first race. The
content published by Genesis Magma Racing is centred around showing the unfiltered
behind-the-scenes operations of a start-up racing organization, adding a touch of
creativity and originality to reflect the values of audacity and progressiveness, which
define the Korean brand’s identity. This creative approach to motor racing content
includes: a short onboard cut dedicated to the prototype’s distinguishing feature, its
roaring twin-turbo V8 engine; an uncommented, black and white documentary capturing
the live sounds of the car and the team’s first shakedown; a silver and black concept livery,

designed to better accentuate the Hangul details on the prototype compared to the official
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racing colour pattern of orange and red. These special features, complemented by
traditional motorsport marketing content such as car snippets, driver interactions and
technical insights, deepen the brand’s connection and engagement with potential fans,
thus building the excitement among racing enthusiasts for its motorsport debut

(newsroom.genesis.com, 2025).

Competing in motor racing may thus positively impact an automobile
manufacturer’s brand reputation, perceived quality and, ultimately, brand equity through
associations with positive attributes such as innovation, speed, entertainment, high
performance and bravery. As underlined by van Everdingen et al., all brands competing
in F1 from 2000-2015 registered a positive effect on sales and branding from participation
in the series in the analysed markets.*® Branding returns were higher for marques with the
least advertising spending such as Ferrari and Lotus, which at the same time benefitted
most from their excellent sporting performances to secure more exposure during the
contests. Investment in racing, in fact, constitutes a substitute to advertising spending for
car companies: the research demonstrates that, despite both inducing higher sales
performance, simultaneous increases in racing investments and advertisement spending
cause saturation effects (van Everdingen et al., 2019). Winning illustrious races and titles
on the international stage is also one of the key drivers of brand prestige and heritage for
many premium and luxury sportscar brands. Ferrari provides the most prominent example:
born in the motor racing industry, the brand later established itself as a global cultural
icon and a luxury titan, expanding its business in the road car and fashion sectors. Through
effective cultural branding, including the adoption of the evocative Italian military
symbol of the Prancing Horse as the brand’s logo, and triumphs in international
competitions, Ferrari quickly became synonymous with excellence and innovation,
successfully transferring these characteristics to its other business operations (Aversa et
al., 2021). Prestigious triumphs in motor racing can nonetheless be exploited by brands
through traditional advertising to convey an image of quality and authority. Porsche
perfectly leveraged this aspect in its 1983 print advertising campaign titled ‘Nobody’s
Perfect’, which humorously celebrated the brand’s domination at that year’s 24 Hours of

Le Mans. The advert’s playful and sarcastic tone made it a timeless success among racing

48 The research was conducted by van Everdingen et al. in five mature European F1 markets: the United
Kingdom, Germany, Italy, France and Spain.
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fans and the general public, leading to the creation of an ingenious range of merchandise
that includes posters, t-shirts and accessories (newsroom.porsche.com, 2024).

Exhibit 2.5: Porsche’s ‘Nobody s perfect’ advert celebrating domination of the 1983 Le Mans 24 Hours.
Source: press.au.porsche.com

Nobody’s
perfect.

1983 LoMans row

1 Porsche

2" Porsche

3 Porsche

4" Porsche

5" Porsche

6" Porsche

7" Porsche

8" Porsche

9" Sauber/BMW
10* Porsche

Furthermore, the racing world provides a platform for automobile manufacturers
to capitalize on inter-firm brand rivalries through sporting competition. Frequently, a
brand directly involved in a racing series competes on track against other marques that
occupy a similar segment in the global market. F1, for instance, is a fighting ground for
high-performance, premium and luxury automobile brands, including McLaren,
Mercedes-AMG, Ferrari, Aston Martin, Audi, Alpine and Cadillac, which promote their
distinct identities through the series and their prototypes. In other categories, such as the
GT3 class, road-legal sportscars homologated for racing fight on track directly against
other products competing in the same market segment. The high level of competition in
motor racing inevitably creates inter-firm rivalries and conflicts which, as argued by
Berendt et al., can help increase brand distinctiveness, defined as “the perceived
uniqueness of a brand’s identity in relation to its competitors” (Berendt et al., 2018). In
some cases, even tightly related brands under the same corporate umbrella race against

each other to harness the marketing advantages of inter-firm rivalries. Despite being sister
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marques under the Volkswagen Group conglomerate since 2012, Audi and Porsche have
given rise to an intense rivalry throughout their history, epitomized by their legendary
brawls in endurance racing. Between 2014 and 2016, the duel for the crown of the 24
Hours of Le Mans and the WEC title not only fostered innovation in racing and the
automotive sector by pushing the boundaries of engineering, but also proved a strong
marketing tool, as both Porsche and Audi showcased their image of technology-driven
and high-performance automakers in the prestigious series. Furthermore, legions of
passionate and loyal fans of both brands emerged from the two sides due to the polarizing
nature of the rivalry, which was actively encouraged by the Volkswagen board as a
complementary marketing effort (Psaila, 2024). The fiery on-track battles translated into
a friendly sibling rivalry off-track, across both traditional and social media. Two adverts
capture the essence of this rivalry marketing campaign: in 2014, Audi greeted the sister
brand back to endurance racing with a commercial, in which its dominant Le Mans
prototype drives from Audi’s base in Ingolstadt to Porsche’s headquarters in Stuttgart,
overtaking a Porsche tractor in the process, and performs a series of donuts, at the end of
which the tyre marks left on the road reveal the words: ‘welcome back’.*’ In 2016,
Porsche responded with its follow-up advert, in which the tractor driver rushes to the front
door of the company’s headquarters after hearing the news of Audi’s withdrawal from
endurance racing, and scrubs off part of the tyre marks laid by the Audi prototype in the
2014 advert, leaving a ‘come back’ message to the rival (Porsche Nederland, 2016).

Finally, a key aspect of motorsports is its efficacy in relationship marketing, which
is defined by Gronroos as: “[...] to identify and establish, maintain and enhance and,
when necessary, also to terminate relationships with customers and other stakeholders, at
a profit, so that the objectives of all parties are met, and that this is done by a mutual
exchange and fulfilment of promises” (Gronroos, 1994). As determined by Cobbs, the
customers of a racing entity, be it a championship or team, include fans and sponsors,
whose engagement with the sport aims at different objectives. While sponsors value
business-to-business partnerships and networking opportunities, fans care about

entertainment, identification and interactions (Cobbs et al., 2012). Since the identification

4 In motor racing jargon, ‘tractor’ is a word used to describe a very slow car. This visual reference is both
a tease and a homage to Porsche, which used to manufacture tractors before venturing into luxury sportscars.
A ‘donut’, which is a controlled skid that sends the automobile into a tight circle of at least 360 degrees, is
commonly performed as a victory celebration.
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in a sports team positively impacts the intention of fans in buying team merchandise and
attending live events and activities (Trail et al., 2003), racing stables compete against each
other off the track, as well as on it, to earn the loyalty and emotional engagement of the
sport’s end customer, hoping that this connection will translate from the circuit to
everyday life. Creating a strong bond with the fans is thus crucial for the team/brand,
which leverages its identifying factors to connect with its audience. In recent years, brands
involved in automobile racing have increasingly explored experiential marketing as a
tactical tool to build consumer loyalty through immersive and engaging activities. As per
Schmitt’s characterization, experiential marketing focuses on the following four
principles: “focusing on consumer experiences, treating consumption as a holistic
experience, recognizing both the rational and emotional drivers of consumption, and
using eclectic methodologies” (Schmitt, 1999). Among other teams, customer-centred
campaigns have been at the heart of McLaren’s marketing strategy. In 2025, the team and
its partners took over the centre of London and Austin ahead of the British and United
States Grands Prix through McLaren Racing Live, a three-day festival-style free event
focused on engaging motor racing consumers through a series of interactive experiences,
including heritage car and trophy displays, driver meet-ups, live music and arts
exhibitions, pit-stop challenges, driving simulators, reaction tests, giveaways and other
activities (mclaren.com, 2025). The team also actively engages consumers by providing
exclusive tours of its headquarters and regularly conducting fan interviews. Digital
platforms also provide the opportunity to engage fans through different initiatives,
including: exclusive and immersive behind-the-scenes content; virtual tours of team
headquarters and garages; simulated driving experiences; fan-generated content on the
team’s social media platforms; interactive sessions with team members. Motorsport’s
digital proposal is also characterised by one of the most significant Esports and gaming
communities across sports. Given the technologic advancement of simulated driving and
its inferior costs compared to real-life motorsports, gaming has developed to become one
of the key access points to competitive racing and has allowed a number of sim-drivers
to become real-life professional athletes.’® All major championships and events now

feature an established Esports counterpart, while racing teams actively employ the best

50 Among the most illustrious cases of sim drivers turned professional, Jann Mardenborough famously won
the Nissan GT Academy in 2011 before transitioning to real-life racing His story inspired Neill Blomkamp’s
movie Gran Turismo (2023).
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virtual drivers in the world to race in these competitions. Therefore, virtual competitions
allow racing teams to increase visibility and engagement for their own brand and provide
a platform to connect with a young and digitally-minded consumer segment (Lefebvre et

al., 2024).

Merchandising constitutes another strategic way to enhance the brand’s
relationships with its customers and increase fan loyalty. As mentioned in Chapter 1, team
merchandise mainly includes teamwear, accessories and collectibles and is sold both on-
site at race events or in licensed retailers, and online on each stable or retailer’s e-
commerce platform. Like other sport entities, racing teams increasingly interpret
merchandising as an opportunity to establish themselves beyond fanwear and into
lifestyle and fashion. This is done by designing localized one-off pieces inspired by a
specific race, developing new collections in collaboration with long-standing clothing
partners or launching standalone capsule collections designed in collaboration with non-
sponsoring brands. In 2025, for instance, the Aston Martin Aramco F1 Team has: designed
custom t-shirts and caps for each of its drivers” home Grands Prix in Spain and Canada;
collaborated with clothing partner BOSS for two menswear capsules, released in February
and August 2025; debuted a collection of Aston Martin-branded watches in partnership
with Timex Group; launched a standalone and exclusive collaboration with The Rolling
Stones, including pieces of clothing that blend the two iconic logos into a unique design.
The team’s collaborations are not limited to the fashion and accessories industry, since it
has also launched exclusive merchandise in association with ELEMIS (cosmetics),
Glenfiddich (spirits) and the Toy Story franchise (cinema) (astonmartinfl.com, 2025).
Merchandising plays a key role in nurturing a brand community, which is defined as “a
specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a structured set of social
relationships among admirers of a brand” (Muiiiz et al., 2001), since it constitutes a
physical marker of the fan’s belonging to a specific community. Racing teams recognize
the importance of nurturing a loyal community around their brand, thus have increased
their behind-the-scenes access, encouraged co-creation through social media and
developed immersive apps in an effort to make racing enthusiasts feel closer to the team.
Racing outfits have also launched team membership platforms and loyalty programs,
providing priority access to exclusive merchandise, unposted content, discounts, prize

competitions, event invite opportunities and team encounters (Palermo et al., 2023).
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Among the key elements that allow a racing entity to connect with consumers, the
most important are certainly the drivers, who combine the role of elite athletes with that
of ambassadors of the brand(s) involved with the team. This makes them a central asset
for racing stables and automotive brands, who can leverage their personal characteristics
to create a deep connection with their fanbase and the general public, through social media
content and traditional marketing avenues such as advertising. Driver personalities and
nationalities are the crucial enablers in driving fan support and engagement, as they
provide sources of inspiration and identification and an opportunity to leverage
storytelling and localized marketing campaigns (Global F1 Fan Survey, 2025). Alongside
the drivers, the team’s country of origin is another key identifying element: while being
in all respects multinational companies, racing stables always represent a country, as the
winning outfit’s (and driver’s) national anthem is performed during the podium
celebrations. Therefore, elements of national pride, one of motor racing’s traditional
attributes as evidenced in Chapter 1, come into play: Ferrari, although supported
worldwide, is considered Italy’s national icon by its passionate fifosi (Pasricha, 2025);
McLaren is the most popular racing team in Britain and most English-speaking countries
(Smith, 2021); Toyota’s endurance and rally outfits have strong following in Japan
(Tansey, 2024). On the other hand, other racing stables have a more detached relationship
with their home country: the Mercedes-AMG F1 team, for instance, is perceived by most
informed fans as a British outfit despite its German part-ownership and branding, since
its team headquarters, chassis operations, engine facilities and most of the workforce hail

from the United Kingdom (Hope, 2011).

Given all of this information, it is crucial to understand the characteristics of
today’s motorsport consumer, sourcing them from the most recent fan surveys conducted
by specialized agencies and data provided by teams and championships. Despite
historically attracting a predominantly European, male, middle-aged and wealthy
audience, some car racing championships and teams have managed to expand their
fanbase beyond loyal motorsport enthusiasts (Sturm et al., 2023). The recent mainstream
cultural success of F1 under Liberty Media has opened the door to new cohorts, especially
Gen Z men and women, whose interest in the series lies in driver personalities, lifestyle
and fashion as much as traditional attributes such as strategy, technology, heritage and

performance, which cater to older generations. In fact, three out of four new F1 fans in
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2025 are women, with more than half of them in the Gen Z cohort. These findings put the
gender split of F1 fans at 58% male and 42% female (2018: 63%-37%), while the portion
of under-35 enthusiasts has grown to 43% (2018: 30%). F1’s newest and youngest fans
hail primarily from key growth markets, making the series increasingly global: China and
South-East Asia are boosted by the recent presence of a local hero on the grid; the United
States now host three Grands Prix; India has more access than ever thanks to F1’s digital
content. Meanwhile, the series registers steady fanbase growth in heritage markets such
as the United Kingdom and Italy, as most respondents of the 2025 Global F1 Fan Survey
originate from Europe (49%), followed by the Americas (26%), Asia-Pacific (13%) and
Rest of the World (12%). Fans show strong emotional investment and loyalty towards the
category, as 94% of total survey respondents expect to still follow the series five years
from 2025, climbing to 97% among Gen Z respondents. Furthermore, 73% of respondents
watch more than twenty races per season live, despite some extreme time zone offsets.
Although high performance and technology are regarded by surveyed fans as the most
distinctive attributes of the sport’s identity, drivers and teams increasingly constitute
crucial motivators and gateways in following and emotionally connecting with F1, whose
audience remains nonetheless mostly neutral (61%). In terms of engagement, the survey
found that 61% of all respondents interact with F1 content daily, climbing to over 70%
for under-25 people, who are more likely to source information from social media and
video platforms, get involved in online discussions, play racing video games, create
original content and buy F1 merchandise. Live experiences at the racetrack and localized
race presence are considered priorities by both legacy and new fans, especially those from
underserved markets, driven by the growing digital presence of the series and its more

diversified touchpoints (Global F1 Fan Survey, 2025).

On the other hand, WEC remains a stronghold of motorsport purists, as the length
and complexity of endurance races make it a niche category. According to the 2017 WEC
Global Fan Survey, 43% of the championship’s fanbase is under the age of 35, prioritizing
social media, specialized websites and streaming platforms to engage with the races.

While gender split data are not available,”! as of 2025 the highest-level team employing

5! According to the “Elite Motorsport in 2023 report, just above 4% of surveyed people in the 2017 Global
WEC Fan Survey were women. In comparison, female respondents of the Global F1 Fan Survey grew from
10% in 2017 to 25% in 2025.
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a fully female driver crew in motorsport, [ron Dames, competes in the GT3 category of
the series, and has gathered strong support from fans all over the world (Coleman, 2024).
At the same time, WEC CEO Frederic Lequien underlined a surge in interest from
younger and female fans, driven by the championship’s better competition after the
introduction of the Hypercar rules in 2021, fresh approach to social media and spillover
effects from the simultaneous surge in popularity of other racing categories (Horton,
2025). WEC’s fanbase mainly hails from Europe, which counts for 66% of 2017 WEC
Survey respondents, followed by the Americas (21%) and Asia-Pacific (9%). More
recently, the series has seen strong growth in other legacy motorsport markets such as
Japan and the United States, helped by Toyota’s success and technical convergence with
the popular US-based IMSA SportsCar Championship, respectively (Tansey, 2024; Dagys,
2025). Overlaps with automotive technology and close competition in state-of-the art
machinery are the key drivers of engagement with WEC and its teams, in line with the
motorsport purist’s approach. Through the years, the sport has gained a loyal fanbase: in
2017, almost 80% of survey respondents had been following the sport for more than four
years, while more than 53% of fans watched the races in full despite their minimum
duration of six hours. Finally, the WEC fanbase is markedly affluent, with an average
annual income of $68,500, and neutral (74,6%). In contrast to F1, loyalty to automotive
brands (17,9%) that might race in different classes is the key driver of fan identification

rather than a specific team (4,1%) or driver (3,5%) (2017 WEC Global Fan Survey, 2017).

Like endurance racing, the WRC maintains a core niche of passionate fans, which
closely resembles the traditional profile of the motorsport consumer. The overwhelming
majority of WRC enthusiasts is male (69%), while women count for less than a third of
the total (31%). The extreme and outdoor nature of rallying makes the sport fit for younger
audiences, as 48% of total WRC fans are under-35, engaging with the category mainly
through social media and video platforms (wrc.com, 2023). Geographically, rallying is a
cornerstone of European racing, where 65% of the fanbase is located according to the
2009 WRC Factbook, with consistently strong following all across the Old Continent.
The sport is also firmly established in Japan, thanks to the historic success of the country’s
manufacturers. Recent growth territories include Latin America, Africa and the Middle
East, boosted by the staging of legacy or debut WRC events, while other key locations

such as North America, China and India remain untapped markets (Nass, 2014). Due to
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the logistical difficulties in broadcasting a rallying event, which lasts several days and is
staged over multiple remote geographic locations, WRC fans strongly value accessibility
and closeness to the track, the cars and the drivers. Key factors that entice WRC
consumers are the authenticity of the challenge provided by unpredictable racing on
public roads, the different surfaces, picturesque natural settings and changeable climatic
conditions, which enhance the feeling of adventure, danger and rawness. In certain
aspects, WRC constitutes a polar opposite to F1: fans are less interested in car technology
and overall performance, preferring less complex, sturdy road-derived vehicles that
elevate driver skill as a crucial differentiating factor. Finally, the distinctive feature of
rally fans, including younger enthusiasts, is their sense of nostalgia towards previous
WRC eras, as the current generation of regulations only ranks fourth out of five and is

deemed too expensive and inaccessible for potential new teams (fia.university, 2024).

Though Formula E has never conducted surveys to assess its public perception,
multiple sources allow to understand its consumer base. As 72% of Formula E’s fanbase
is under 35, the series primarily speaks to digitally connected, urban and environmentally-
conscious Millennial and Gen Z enthusiasts (Tafa, 2024). In addition, series Chief
Executive Officer Jeff Dodds has underlined that it is “[...] a motorsport with an almost-
equal split of male and female fans” (fia.com, 2024). Despite trailing the other World
Championships in terms of popularity,>? Formula E’s audience is very internationally
diverse: its most successful territories include Brazil, India, Indonesia and China,
alongside heritage racing markets (blackbookmotorsport.com, 2024). The main drivers of
fan interest towards Formula E are: the sustainability and technical progress of its
advanced electric prototypes; the digital-first approach of the series; its attempts to
introduce innovative racing dynamics such as FanBoost and Attack Mode, which break
the conventional codes of traditional disciplines by gamifying the sport; the crazy,
entertainment-first nature of street races. On the other hand, the championship is often
dismissed by motorsport purists as a second-tier competition, due to the lack of noise of
the powertrains, inferior car performance and unauthentic racing, despite a strong driver

pool (Ness, 2021).

52 According to the ‘Elite Motorsport in 2023’ report, F1 is the most popular auto racing series in the world,
followed by 84,5% of global motorsport fans. WEC ranks second (45%), followed by American national
open-wheel championship IndyCar (39%), WRC (25,2%) and Formula E (22%).
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2.1.2 Marketing challenges in motorsport

Car brands and other companies that wish to exploit motor racing’s marketing
platform are faced with a crucial challenge, that is maintaining brand coherence. To
understand the concept, Kapferer provides an analogy: “Two things characterise strong,
large families: a strong common ethos (shared values or personality traits) and a certain
physical resemblance. [...] The same must be true of brands. Growth is normal, as long
as the identity is maintained: the basis, and the identifying elements” (Kapferer, 2008). A
brand must therefore convey a consistent identity and its core values across all of its
external touchpoints to achieve customer loyalty and success. As racing provides a
strategic touchpoint for automotive brands, the owned or sponsored team serves as a
spokesperson for the brand itself, therefore it must coherently integrate with the brand’s
identity and core values. For instance, marques that pledge to provide a fully electric car
lineup in the near future, such as Mini and Peugeot, would struggle to justify an
involvement in the fuel-burning WRC, despite their rallying heritage. Conversely, brands
that do not have electric vehicles in their product range, such as Acura and Aston Martin,
would feel out of place in Formula E. Professional racing teams and global automotive
firms have fallen into the trap of ignoring brand coherence to focus on short-term
performance gains. In November 2024, due to the recent inferior performances and
reliability of the Renault powertrain and general financial concerns, the Alpine F1 Team
announced that, in agreement with its parent company, it would abandon the French
Power Unit from 2026 onwards, bringing to an end the almost fifty-year long involvement
of Renault in F1 as an engine manufacturer (Cooper, 2025). The team chose Mercedes as
its Power Unit and gearbox supplier instead, thus creating an oxymoronic affiliation
between two competing brands. In doing so, the racing arm of Alpine essentially
disavowed key facets of the brand’s identity, namely its French heritage and chase for
technical excellence, as the team’s operations will only be located in the United Kingdom
and the switch from manufacturer-backed team to a customer implicitly signals an
admission of defeat in the high-performance engine department (Thomas dit Lovatier,

2025).

Another crucial marketing challenge in motor racing is the possible surfacing of
team mismanagement and malpractices, as owner and external firms generally exert

limited control over a stable’s sporting and technical operations. These dynamics can
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originate brand management challenges, and create damages to brand reputation. In the
motorsports field, many crises have risen in the event of frequent technical failures and
sub-standard performances, or, worst of all, cheating scandals. Examples of technical and
sporting crises include Pirelli’s tyre explosion troubles at the 2013 British Grand Prix,
which prompted the Italian supplier to change the construction of its product for the
following races (Borgomeo, 2013), and Honda’s second stint as McLaren’s engine
supplier (2015-2017), during which the all-conquering British team’s performances and
results plummeted mainly, but not exclusively, due to its Japanese partner’s underpowered
and unreliable motor (Hughes, 2021). While brands can overcome technical challenges
with time and investment, as Honda demonstrated with its subsequent successful
partnership with Red Bull Racing from 2019 to 2025, cheating allegations and scandals
can tarnish their reputation irremediably. In fact, some of all sports’ most infamous
controversies have originated in the racing environment, and especially in F1. In 2007,
McLaren was fined $100 million and excluded from that year’s Constructors
Championship, as the FIA determined that senior members of the British team, namely
Chief Designer Mike Coughlan, had illicitly accessed and used confidential technical
information that had been passed under the counter by Nigel Stepney, Head of Team
Performance Development of Ferrari. The fine imposed on McLaren for the industrial
espionage scandal remains to this day the biggest in sports history (Pritchard, 2010). In
September 2009, former Renault driver Nelson Piquet jr. revealed that he had crashed on
purpose in order to favour his teammate’s race strategy in the 2008 Singapore Grand Prix,
eventually won by Fernando Alonso in the sister Renault car. While the team survived
with a two-year suspended ban, the French company’s board swiftly intervened by forcing
Team Principal Flavio Briatore and Technical Director Pat Symonds to resign, as it
emerged that the two had conspired with Piquet jr. in order to manipulate the result of the
competition. Briatore later received a lifetime ban from participating in any FIA-
sanctioned event, while Symonds was ostracized for five years (fia.com, 2009).> The

backlash of the race fixing scandal was so severe that the outfit immediately lost its key

53 The bans on Briatore and Symonds were overturned in 2010 by the French Tribunal de Grande Instance,
but the two agreed with the FIA to not return to F1 before 2013. In 2024 Briatore came back to his former
team, which is still owned by the Renault Group and is now known as Alpine F1 Team, as an Executive
Advisor. Symonds later became Chief Technical Officer for Williams (2013-2016), then he was appointed
in the same role by F1 (2017-2024). The FIA granted Piquet Jr. immunity from prosecution as he cooperated
with the international body during the investigation.
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backers and then, in December 2009, the Renault Group sold a majority stake in the racing
team to Genii Capital (Benson, 2009), which rebranded the stable as Lotus F1 Team from
2012 to 2015.%4

While a racing team, as shown in Chapter 1.2, can be operated at a profit thanks
to financial regulations and savvy management, sponsoring a team or a series often
constitutes a leap of faith. Despite the well-known benefits in terms of intangible brand
features such as awareness and associations (Jensen et al., 2014), measuring return on
investment (ROI) of non-traditional marketing techniques such as sponsorship and
activation campaigns is not straightforward, since a commonly accepted standard has not
been established in the sports industry (Garland et al., 2008). Jensen et al. examine return
on investment for F1 sponsors by determining the value accrued through television
exposure by each of the 257 sponsoring brands during the 2007 season across 18 markets,
in relation to the cost of partnering with the team. The research finds that brands
associated with well performing outfits have a higher likelihood of positive sponsorship
ROI, while the value generated through brand exposure equalled or exceeded the
sponsorship price for only 2,7% of automotive brands involved. Furthermore, only 26
partners (10.1%) achieved positive ROI, suggesting that sponsorship is overpriced in F1
or brands seek other returns beyond television exposure (Jensen et al., 2014).% As
evidenced by Crompton, the negative outcome of a partnership agreement between a
sports team and the sponsoring firm may also give rise to reputational risks from both
sides (Crompton, 2014). In December 2021, the Mercedes-AMG F1 Team came under
fire for its partnership with Kingspan, a supplier of insulation to Grenfell Tower at the
time of the fire that killed 72 people in London in 2017. After widespread public
condemnation, Mercedes cancelled its agreement with the Irish company, and publicly
apologised to survivors and bereaved families (Ford Rojas, 2021). Conversely,
sponsoring firms tend to distance themselves from partners embroiled in controversy. In

September 2009, for instance, ING and Mutua Madrilefia quickly severed ties with the

4 In late 2015, Renault re-acquired the team from Genii Capital for £1 and paid all the debt accumulated
by the former owner.

55 Television exposure and other potential returns from sponsorship in motor racing are analysed in Chapter
3

87



Renault F1 Team in the aftermath of the aforementioned 2008 Singapore Grand Prix race

fixing scandal (Baldwin, 2009).

One of the possible downsides of sponsoring a racing team is brand clutter derived
from the excessive commercialization of the race car. Clutter is defined by Swayne et al.
as “[...] the increased number of brands within a single marketing medium. The term
clutter refers to this saturation of brands causing consumer confusion by having too many
marketing messages in one vehicle. [...] Cluttered marketing environments lead to
reduced recognition and identification of individual brands, and decreased memory of
sponsors and advertisers” (Swayne et al., 2011). As determined by Jensen et al., clutter
constitutes a significant predictor of sponsorship dissolution between teams and
commercial partners during different eras of F1, since a cluttered branding environment
dilutes the impact of sponsoring brands and negatively impacts brand recall by consumers.
The research found that for every 10 sponsors added to a team’s portfolio, the probability
of a brand exiting increases by 8,7% (Jensen et al., 2024). Furthermore, accommodating
requests from sponsoring firms without falling in the trap of clutter can prove a colossal
task for racing teams. In a 2003 interview, former Williams Racing head of marketing Jim
Wright describes the magnitude of the challenge: “If you look at research of the visibility
of cars with a lot of clutter, then the brand recognition of individual sponsors is pretty
poor. [...] BMW are paying us a lot of money to have the blue and white colour code, to
call it the BMW Williams Formula One team, and to have a restricted number of spaces
for sponsorship. And that's a right we sold them. [...] It is difficult, and we have lost deals
because of it. We've also had to accept that some sponsors will pay less because they can't
have their corporate colours - FedEx is a prime example. [...] The benefit [...] is having
a limited number of brands within the team, and having those brands in a clear space with
an exclusion zone around it to create clear visibility, and what they lose on colouring they

perhaps gain on placement and clarity and recognition” (Cameron, 2003).
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Exhibit 2.4: Williams FW25, racing in the 2003 FIA Formula One World Championship. Source:
frwikipedia.org
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Certain commercial, organizational and regulatory aspects of motor racing
categories also create marketing challenges. Broadcasting is one of automobile racing’s
most delicate aspects, since it connects the sporting product to a global audience and
constitutes a key source of revenues. Brands that aim to get involved in motorsports
should consider potential downsides of a championship’s broadcasting style, strategy and
its agreements in key markets. As mentioned in Chapter 1, all four FIA World
Championships centralize their event production, therefore brands have little influence
on the choice of camera angles and consistent sponsor exposure is guaranteed only for
trackside advertisers (blackbookmotorsport.com, 2025). In terms of strategy, F1 and
WEC increasingly reflect their image of exclusivity by awarding broadcasting rights to
Pay-Tv networks, pricing out many casual and low-income viewers by limiting access
through paywalls (Sturm, 2023). F1, WRC and WEC also deny full availability of their
OTT streaming services, F1TV, Rally. Tv and FIA WEC TV, to territories where exclusive
television rights agreements have been signed. Formula E, on the contrary, backtracked
on attempts to move to Pay-Tv channels in the United Kingdom in 2024, as financial
gains did not compensate for the steep decline in viewership (Smith, 2024). WRC, on its
part, struggles with a peculiar sporting format that is not suited to television broadcasting

due to logistical and sporting factors, such as the long distances between the various
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stages and the fact that cars do not physically race against each other on rally courses.
Broadcasting is thus fragmented between live sessions and highlights, reducing exposure
to television audiences (Nass, 2014). FIA regulations also limit the number of one-off
liveries that teams can adopt for special occasions, such as a home race or an activation
campaign with a sponsor. In F1, these changes must be approved by the regulator and the
commercial rights holder, while in Formula E a specific limit of three custom liveries is
imposed. Placement and size of logos on cars, helmets, race suits and team equipment are
also monitored and regulated (fia.com, 2025). Finally, scheduling can provide a major
challenge, as seasons are typically split by long winter breaks and a race can take place
weeks after the previous one, especially in small calendar categories such as WEC. While
F1 manages to keep interest and visibility strong through its digital content, other series
such as Formula E suffer from a lack of promotion when the wheels are not spinning, thus

under-delivering on their marketing potential (Southwell, 2022).

Finally, automobile racing faces increasing pressure from both environmental and
human rights organizations due to the sport’s carbon footprint and its controversial
connections with criticized corporations and governments. Despite promulgating
sustainability initiatives and innovation, every category has faced accusations of
greenwashing, defined by the United Nations as “misleading the public to believe that a
company or other entity is doing more to protect the environment than it is” (un.org, 2022).
In F1, the Australian and Dutch Grand Prix raise environmental concerns for potential
damages to wildlife (Sturm et al., 2024), while street races in Baku, Miami, Las Vegas
and Madrid face backlash from local residents due to excessive noise, road closures and
congested traffic caused by the event (Clayton, 2019; Leibowitz, 2022; Richards, 2023;
Cano, 2025). The championship and the Aston Martin Aramco F1 Team have also been
criticized for selecting Saudi Aramco as a Global Partner and Title Sponsor respectively,
considering that the company consistently ranks amongst the most polluting corporations
in the world (Carosella, 2025). Environmental tensions reached their peak at the 2022
British Grand Prix, when five activists invaded the track during the first lap of the contest,
without any major consequences (Morgan, 2022). A similar protest also disrupted the
2023 Berlin Eprix, as Formula E faces backlash for its carbon footprint generated from
logistics, travel and construction of circuit infrastructure in cities and public areas (Sturm

et al., 2024). In WRC, two stages at the 2009 Rally Australia were cancelled after climate
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activists pelted the cars with stones, cut fences down and placed boulders on the course
(theguardian.com, 2009). Racing series have also been accused of providing a platform
for sportswashing, that is, “the deliberate attempt by an entity to exploit a sports property
to counteract negative information” (Bergkvist et al., 2024). Since the early 2000s,
Middle Eastern countries have invested heavily in car racing, inviting all the main global
championships to stage multiple races per season in the region. Human rights
organizations have especially signalled their concern with F1’s Grands Prix in Saudi
Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, Azerbaijan and the United Arab Emirates (adhrb.org, 2025;
amnesty.org, 2016).
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2.2 Chinese automotive brands in motorsports: Geely Group and NIO%

racing activities

As mentioned at the beginning of the Chapter, the direct factory commitment of
Chinese brands to an automobile racing programme, both locally and internationally, has
been limited to a confined number of cases. The reasons for this apparent indifference
towards this marketing platform are related to several cultural, competitive, technologic
and economic factors. Before being a strategic marketing option for brands, motor racing
is a cultural experience, whose platform is supported by a knowledgeable and rooted
fanbase, comprehensive media attention and strong participation from the grassroots to
the professional level. In contrast to the European, American and Japanese experience,
the natural development of a racing culture in parallel with the national automotive
industry has been relatively slow in China, as the country’s motorsport sector still heavily
relies on foreign championships or local competitions among foreign brands, constitutes
a secondary topic in the national sport discourse and maintains negative connections to
wealth and waste. This different speed of development between the two interconnected
industries never made motor racing a viable strategic avenue for building domestic brand
prestige and loyalty, as Chinese automotive brands find little advantage in competing
against each other in this niche, focusing instead on rapid technologic innovation and low
prices for their road models in the local and global market. As Chinese marques find
themselves in the fragile stage of winning consumer trust both domestically and
internationally, the reputational risk and uncertain return on investment of factory racing
programmes outweigh the potential marketing upsides in terms of brand awareness and
reputation (Wang et al., 2023). Motor racing has also received inferior public attention
and lower targeted investment in its grassroots infrastructure from private enterprises and
the Chinese government, which largely controls top-down investment in sports, compared

to other well-supported mass disciplines, such as tennis or athletics (Andrews, 2016).

Racing at the national and international level against proven teams and affiliated
brands can also entail an insurmountable challenge for newcomers. The sport puts
technological excellence in the high-performance vehicle segment to the test, an area in
which experienced global manufacturers in the motor racing arena have a competitive

advantage over young Chinese brands. Developing these programmes also demands high
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level investments and long development cycles in powertrain know-how, sophisticated
structural materials, mechanical systems and aerodynamic surfaces, besides a complex
and multi-layered supply chain. Technology is therefore a decisive factor in a brand’s
strategic decision to launch a racing programme, as the company must choose a platform
that is coherent with its technological objectives and in which it can test and push its
know-how to the limit of performance. This represents another crucial headache for
Chinese brands: while their main competitive advantage against global rivals resides in
the electric vehicle segment, only a few national and international series have embraced
EVs, as motor racing largely remains anchored to internal combustion and hybrid
technology to maximise performance and preserve the existing fanbase (Li, 2025). Taken
together, these factors currently make Chinese automotive companies see motorsport as
a low-priority elective channel for brand building compared with other strategic
marketing options, such as rapid product life cycles, consistent innovation in software
technology and penetration pricing. While the domestic racing culture, international
brand equity, and engineering depth of Chinese car manufacturers are growing, leading
for example to the birth of performance and luxury sub-brands that can be more easily
marketed through motorsport, the current cultural gap and focus on commercial
expansion and electric vehicle development explain why the involvement of the country’s
manufacturers has been limited to a handful of cases, among which the two most

representative are presented in the Chapter.

2.2.1. Case 1: Geely Group s motorsport activities

Zhejiang Geely Holding Group #VL 35 F4% i 5 145 FR 22 7], commonly known
as Geely 7 A1, is a private Chinese technology and mobility conglomerate based in
Hangzhou and founded by Li Shufu Z=154& in 1986. The company operates in the
automotive industry, standing as the country’s second biggest car maker in terms of global
sales and fourth best in terms of total revenues, as of the end of 2024 (Paoletti, 2025;
Wang, 2025). Established initially as a producer of refrigerator components, the
organization formally entered the mobility sector in 1997 and has since undergone a
period of accelerated expansion marked by technological innovation, targeted investment,
and strategic international takeovers (Xia et al., 2024). Notable developments include the

acquisition of historic European firms, namely the Volvo Car Group, Lotus Group and
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London Electric Vehicle Company, besides significant equity participation in world-
renowned companies, such as the Mercedes-Benz Group (8,9%) and Aston Martin (17%).
These investments have significantly elevated Geely’s global presence and enhanced the
group’s technologic resources and research and development capabilities (Yu, 2024).
Furthermore, Geely has diversified its product offering by establishing new sub-brands

targeting different market segments, including premium, high-tech marque Zeekr 2%
and sporty, youthful brand Lynk & Co %% (Xia et al., 2024). The Group’s operational

scope mainly encompasses new energy vehicle production, electrification platforms,
autonomous driving systems, shared mobility services and digitalized transportation
infrastructure, though the company’s “two-legged strategy” means that it maintains high
interest and investment in traditional internal combustion technologies (geely.com, 2021).
Geely Group’s mission is “to create an inclusive mobility ecosystem that exceeds
expectations for all Experience Seekers”, aiming to advance sustainable transportation,
deliver high-value technological goods to international markets and create a loyal
community around the brand. The company’s vision, “a sustainable future, a better life:
richer, fuller lives for individuals, and a brighter future for us all”, is oriented towards the
development of smart, connected, and low-carbon vehicles and aligns closely with
broader global policy trajectories concerning carbon neutrality, clean energy transition
and intelligent vehicle development (global.geely.com, 2025). In recent years, Geely
Group’s sub-brands have expanded outside of China, with key growth markets including

Europe, South America, the Middle East, South-East Asia and Africa (Xia et al., 2024).

Geely Group founded its automobile racing arm, Geely Group Motorsport i
I BVR 12356, in 2018, in order to align the racing activities of the group’s brands
under a single division within the firm. The company established the department’s
operations in its home city of Hangzhou, China, and in Gothenburg, Sweden, where the
business and racing headquarters of Volvo Cars, a Geely-owned brand since 2010, are
located. Therefore, the Chinese firm centralized its motorsport activities, withdrawing
Polestar, the high-performance brand of Volvo, from its factory racing programme in the
FIA World Touring Car Cup (WTCR). The following year, the group re-entered the same
series with its Lynk & Co brand, allying with former Polestar partner Cyan Racing, a

world-leading touring car competitions outfit based in Sweden (sport.sina.cn, 2018). In
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the following years, the group has built a comprehensive structure around the touring car
discipline and established a customer racing scheme including junior, national and
continental programmes alongside the global effort in the FIA WTCR. Touring car racing
is a traditional form of motorsport, started in the mid-1900s and grown into a global, FIA-
recognized discipline. In its modern iteration, it is conceptually based on the following
principles: close racing between production-derived closed-wheel vehicles that are subtly
modified for competition, but still resemble their everyday road model counterpart; the
adoption of cost-control measures, such as mandatory standardised components, and
performance parity systems, such as Balance of Performance and success ballast, to
equalise the cars and promote economic sustainability; a layered structure of national,
regional and international championships built around a standard technical platform.
Since 2018, the TCR regulations have become the prevalent touring car technical
framework, in an effort to ensure cost predictability and interchangeability between
different national series. The TCR World Tour now acts as the global top tier for the TCR
formula, fed by a long list of local championships running under its regulations. Despite
this consolidation, the global touring car scene is living a transitional phase due to
frequent format changes, organisational instability and declining manufacturer
involvement, which has resulted in a strong reliance on private customer teams (FIA,
2024).>¢ The formula has gained traction in South America, China and Western Europe,
where national and regional championships have attracted high volumes of participants.
At the same time, other local touring car series in competition with TCR, such as the
British Touring Car Championship and Australia’s Supercars Championship, maintain
strong national and regional acclaim from fans thanks to the high quality of their racing
product, derived in part from an independent approach to their technical regulations and
sporting formats. Furthermore, their high marketing value in local markets has resulted

in strong manufacturer involvement and sponsorship investment.

At the bottom of Geely’s touring car pyramid is the Geely Super Cup Academy i
T FEZ[5t, established in 2023 from an expansion of the Geely Super Cup 75 BA#E.

The original series was created in 2006 as an introductory racing platform integrating on-

3¢ The TCR formula explicitly encourages customer racing: manufacturers sell homologated race cars to
independent teams rather than running full factory entries. This keeps grids diverse and lowers direct factory
cost exposure.
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track experiences, driver training, and competitions, with the aim of advancing China’s
motorsports development, lowering barriers to entry in the sport, and enabling more
people to discover the appeal of car racing. Following Geely Super Cup’s expansion in
two distinct racing categories, Geely Super Cup Academy was founded with a clear focus
on cultivating young racing talent in China. Centred on providing a professional,
financially accessible and immersive experience in automobile competitions, it stands as
one of China's few single-make touring car series and is open to the general public.
Drivers can join the feeder series from four recruitment pathways in the “Esports, Track,
Karting and Passion” classes. Top performers in each class earn a free racing driver
training course provided by Geely Group Motorsport and, upon successful completion of
the course, receive a national Class B racing license for circuit racing issued by the China
Automobile and Motorcycle Federation (CAMF). Aspiring racing drivers are then exempt
from some racing expenses such as entry fees, fuel, tires, and personal insurance in their
races at junior level. Outstanding participants of the Geely Super Cup Academy also
receive financial backing to step up in the ladder and race in Geely Super Cup PRO i 75
3% PRO. Operating as an independent commercial series, the championship elevates
the racing cars, competition format, and drivers to the semi-professional level, positioning
itself as a mid-tier national touring car series. In 2024, Geely Super Cup PRO expanded
to seven teams and held its inaugural international round in Thailand, organizing the first
single-make overseas racing event of a Chinese automotive brand. The new Geely Super
Cup structure has therefore established a synergistic system for cultivating and advancing
high-quality racing talent in the touring car discipline. According to Geely Group
Motorsport’s website, the program has hosted over 100 selection events and races, and
trained more than 4.000 drivers (zgh.com, 2025). The series also provides a testbed for
newly developed technology, as in 2026 Geely plans to introduce a fleet of methanol-
powered race cars in the new energy category of the Geely Super Cup PRO (Leung, 2025
(a)). The car currently driven in the PRO championship is the Geely Binrui COOL SG, a

race-modified version of the performance sedan released in 2022.

Another crucial step of the firm’s motorsport pyramid in touring car racing is the
Geely Group Motorsport Development Driver Program 75 )45 i 45 75, 412 21138 & J&
ZEF-11 4, established in 2022 to accelerate the growth of aspiring drivers from China
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pursuing professional racing careers. The program selects a limited number of drivers by
conducting a thorough selection process, which includes assessments in driving technique,
vehicle performance understanding, data analysis, physical sharpness and lap time
competitiveness. The stated aim is to nurture drivers deemed capable of competing at the
professional level in touring car racing both at the national and continental levels, and to
establish China’s most effective development programme in the touring car discipline.
The initiative, directly promoted by Geely Group Motorsport, is regarded as a vital
component of the company’s goals in racing, which include popularizing motorsports
culture and making Chinese motorsport an influential player on the international and
global scene. The program also provides participants the opportunity to drive multiple
racing vehicles from the Group’s range in order to assess their capabilities and to guide
them through training and competitions. During their assessment, drivers are coached and
evaluated by a panel of racing experts from Geely Group and its affiliated customer teams,
including engineers, team managers and professional racing drivers. The four winners of
the competition then receive high-level training in professional racing aspects, such as
physical coaching, psychological preparation and public relations management before
testing the Lynk & Co 03 TCR race car developed by Geely Group for international
touring car competitions. Finally, the four drivers are granted the opportunity to showcase
their skills in professional competitions by participating in national endurance races,

sharing two cars in the Geely Development Driver Program Team (zgh.com, 2025).

The firm also participates in TCR China,>’ one of the world’s leading national
touring car series in terms of participants, having attracted strong sponsorship backing, a
broad local audience and extensive support from international automakers, including
Hyundai and MG. In order to optimise on-track operations and maximise the visibility of
its Lynk & Co 03 TCR, Geely Group’s motorsports division chose to sell its race car to
customer teams, while also engaging in a closer collaboration with Teamwork Motorsport

S HEX to form the manufacturer-backed Shell Teamwork Lynk & Co Racing Team 52
R $E 9L 45 50 4 FA. The partnership immediately won the TCR China Drivers’s

Championship title with Ma Qinghua in its debut season (2020), then triumphed in the

57 In 2024, due to a high number of participants, TCR China split into two categories: TCR China Touring
Car Championship (CTCC HEVR 47 H IR E), designed for professional teams and drivers; TCR
China Challenge (TCR H [H$/i%3%), designed for amateur drivers and small outfits.
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Team’s standings in 2023, 2024 and 2025, when it also reclaimed the Driver’s crown. The
team also swept all the available titles in 2021 and 2022 at the continental level, leaving
TCR Asia ahead of the 2023 season. In total, the Shell Teamwork Lynk & Co Racing
Team has conquered twelve titles in six years at national and regional level (zgh.com,

2025).

Excluding the Geely Super Cup, the Group’s commitment to professional racing
officially started in 2018, when it announced its touring car programme in the
international FIA WTCR alongside Cyan Racing, becoming the first Chinese automobile
manufacturer to participate in an FIA-sanctioned World Championship.>® That year,
Geely and Cyan Racing started the coordinated development of their racing car, the Lynk
& Co 03 TCR, and of a performance road vehicle project, the Lynk & Co 03+, both based
on the standard 2018 Lynk & Co 03 model. In 2019, its first year of competition, the
partnership immediately conquered the teams’ title, beating established TCR entries from
manufacturers such as Hyundai, Honda, Audi and Volkswagen. This success made Lynk
& Co the first ever Chinese automotive brand to win an FIA-sanctioned race, at that
season’s first round in Marrakech, and championship. From late 2019 onwards, the brand
also allowed customer teams to purchase its championship-winning TCR model, finding
new racing partners in the Scandinavian, Chinese and South American series. Lynk & Co
Cyan Racing then dominated the following two seasons, sweeping all available titles in
the 2020 and 2021 WTCR series, which were both heavily influenced by the Covid-19
pandemic (cyanracing.com, 2025). The triumphs of the previous years were not sustained
in 2022, a season marred by political and safety controversies that ultimately led to the
demise of WTCR at the end of the year. The series suffered a string of setbacks since the
second round, when dangerous failures of the Goodyear tyres forced embarrassing race
cancellations at the Niirburgring Nordschleife event in Germany (Smith, 2022 (a)). Two
months later, tyre frailty concerns reappeared at the Vallelunga round in Italy, where Lynk
& Co Cyan Racing suffered failures and feared not being able to safely complete the full
race distance. After an aggressive public ultimatum to change technical rules, the team
opted to withdraw all its five cars from the event. According to reports, while the Sino-

Swedish outfit failed to come to an agreement with the FIA over safety concessions,

58 Formula E officially gained FIA World Championship status since the 2020/2021 season, thus Lynk &
Co beats NIO to this title despite the latter’s earlier participation in the electric series.
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political reasons also played their part, insofar as the success ballast and car equalisation
measures imposed on all Lynk & Co 03 TCR vehicles were deemed unfair, leading rivals
and stakeholders to suspect that the public spat was oriented to boost car performances
(Smith, 2022 (b)). The team’s aggressive public stance was then compounded by the
decision to withdraw from the rest of the 2022 season, leaving only nine full-time entries
to compete in the ailing WTCR. The series was thus discontinued by its promoter
Discovery Sports Events due to its controversies, financial issues and logistical
difficulties (Smith, 2022 (c)), but revived with a similar format the following year under
World Sporting Consulting, the developer and owner of the TCR regulations (Abbott,
2022). In 2023, the Lynk & Co Cyan Racing re-entered touring car racing with four cars
in the newly formed TCR World Tour, which took over as the flagship platform for the
discipline with a new tyre supplier, Kumho. That year, the team launched a refreshed
version of the Lynk & Co 03 TCR, featuring a 2.0l turbocharged engine with 340
horsepower, a six-speed sequential gearbox and front-wheel drive, for a total weight of
1265 kilos, driver included, as per the regulations. The partnership immediately reclaimed
the Teams’ championship, but missed out again in the Drivers’ standings, repeating the
same result in 2024. The following year, after claiming its sixth Teams’ title and
triumphing in the Drivers’ championship for the third time after 2020 and 2021 with Yann
Ehrlacher (cyanracing.com, 2025), Geely Group Motorsport announced the end of the
Lynk & Co programme in the TCR World Tour, to be replaced from 2026 onwards with
the new Geely Preface TCR. The new collaboration sees Cyan Racing take responsibility
of in-house design, development and construction of the core brand’s race car that will

contest in the TCR World Tour (Marques, 2025).

Besides its effort in the development of a domestic motorsport ecosystem and its
participation in international racing series, Geely Group has also invested in racing
infrastructure. The firm owns and operates multiple autodromes in China through its
subsidiary Mitime Investments £ 2= £ [4], which is involved in the development of leisure
facilities in the motor racing sector, besides the organization of local leagues such as the
Chinese Formula 4 Championship. Its key facility is Ningbo International Circuit T*J
Fr#E1H, located close to the company’s home base in Hangzhou. The FIA Grade-2 race
track opened in 2017 and has hosted every major Chinese racing series and some regional

competitions, as it harbours a major industrial hub dedicated to the development of both
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automotive and motorsport technology. In 2023, Mitime Investments inaugurated another
FIA Grade-2 autodrome, Chengdu Tianfu International Circuit F¥%#B K i [E br 3§ i,
which serves as a key hub for domestic automotive and racing firms in the Sichuan
province (Li, 2025). Both autodromes were designed by another firm within Mitime
Investments, Hangzhou Suhuan Circuit Technology Consulting A7t M 3 38 818 £ AR 16
H R/ F], the Chinese partner of famous American race track architect Alan Wilson. In
2024, the Geely Group subsidiary took over operational and business development
matters of Wuhan International Circuit #L7¥ [E Fr#€iE, while since 2018 it also owns Burt
Brothers Motorpark, a state-of-the-art American autodrome in Utah featuring a karting

track, a conventional car and motorbike course and large off-road spaces for rallycross

and rock climbing (Sundemo, 2020).

The business model employed by Geely Group Motorsport in competitions is
based on customer racing programmes, whereby a car manufacturer establishes a
commercial relationship with private motorsport stables and affluent drivers to supply
turnkey race cars, spare parts, technical services and logistical support, so that those
customers can compete with factory-engineered cars without direct operational
involvement from the automaker. In the customer racing business model, manufacturers
bear the costs of research, development, production and homologation of a small number
of vehicles designed in accordance with specific technical regulations, then sell these
high-value race cars to clients at a profit, capturing periodic revenues from replacements,
repairs, engineering support, rentals and branded events. In Geely Group Motorsport’s
case, the engineering, operation and technical support to customers for the Lynk & Co 03
TCR car are mainly outsourced to specialized business partner Cyan Racing, while the
Chinese marque provides the base vehicle, funding, branding and strategic support to the
Swedish stable. For customers, the base price of a Lynk & Co 03 TCR is €148.000, whilst
the engineering and mechanical services provided by Geely Group Motorsport and Cyan
Racing can reach up to £650 per day (Geely Group Motorsport, 2024). This strategy
allows Geely Group to minimize the risks and costs of the racing programme, as well as
reaping the benefits in terms of brand awareness and reputation derived from participating
in several different local and regional touring car series. On the other hand, Lynk & Co

exerts little control over its customers’ promotional and marketing activities beyond the
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race weekend, therefore limiting the brand exposure of the Chinese firm. For instance,
Lynk & Co does not sell branded items, such as caps, t-shirts or keyrings, to racing
enthusiasts across the multiple markets covered by its racing activities, missing out on
potential loyalty and identification benefits provided by merchandising.>® While this
activity is absorbed by its main customer teams Cyan Racing and Teamwork Motorsport,
other competitors in the same TCR space, namely Hyundai N, have opted to market their
own line of fanwear. A similar issue emerges with the communication of Lynk & Co’s
racing activities on new media platforms, which is almost exclusively outsourced to
customers. The absence of a complementary communication effort of the brand’s racing
activities dilutes the impact of Lynk & Co’s achievements on the race track: for instance,
while Cyan Racing and Teamwork Motorsport consistently realize social media content
on Western and Chinese social media respectively, the brand’s flagship channels focus
exclusively on advertising Lynk & Co’s road fleet and nurturing a brand community,
therefore minimizing the impact on overall brand reputation granted by promoting racing

SUcCCcEsS.

Nevertheless, the racing operations of Lynk & Co and its sustained success in TCR
competitions have had a positive impact on the brand’s awareness, credibility and image
among motorsport fans, as well as helping its sales performances. Already in 2019,
according to Flynn Chen, former Senior Director of Lynk & Co Brand and Marketing:
“[...] winning the WTCR has brought good effects to the Lynk & Co 03 car. [...] The
brand tracker that we conduct every year suggests that the most liked events and
campaigns by Lynk & Co are related to the WTCR” (Sundemo, 2020). As a proof of the
brand’s focus on track performance and technical excellence, Lynk & Co designed
multiple brand activations, especially at local and international trade fairs such as Beijing
International Automotive Exhibition and Guangzhou Auto Show, around its World
Championship-winning vehicle (newsroom.lynkco.com, 2024; Ma, 2025). The firm also
leverages motor racing-related activities to connect with potential customers. The strategy
is characterized by the creation of experiential spaces, specifically its Motorsports

Experience Centres opened at the Ningbo and Chengdu autodromes, which allow Lynk

9 Lynk & Co only carried out a racing merchandising activity in collaboration with Cyan Racing on the
occasion of the launch of the TCR programme in 2018 (cyanracing.com, 2018).
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& Co to offer consumer-facing training programs, creating a performance ecosystem that

integrates simulated and real-life driving (Li, 2021).

The 03+ TCR model also became an instant commercial success when it became
available to the public in late 2025, as the first batch of cars, priced at approximately
$192.000 each, quickly sold out. Aiming to foster brand loyalty, the firm also offered
racing-inspired packages to the car’s purchasers: a “Champion Driver Masterclass”
package, which allowed them to participate in a track instruction course, receiving
guidance from championship drivers and basic track technician support, valid for one year
from the date of delivery; a “Race Support Package” that provided an engineer and a
technician for TCR China and CTCC China Cup events, covering six race weekends per
year (Leung, 2025 (b)). While exposure derived from the live motorsport action of TCR
World Tour is limited mainly due to high competition with more visible championships,
Lynk & Co and Cyan Racing made sure that the 03 Cyan Concept escaped the confines
of the series and maximized marketing opportunities. In 2019, the car broke two records
at the Niirburgring Nordschleife after completing a lap in 7:20.143, becoming the fastest
four-door car and front-wheel driven vehicle around the famous racetrack. As a
consequence, Lynk & Co increased its public awareness and credibility beyond the small
niche of touring car racing fans (Lyon, 2019). The car also featured on several online car
shows and videos, receiving an overall positive reception from reviewers and test drivers.
Finally, Lynk & Co’s exit from the TCR World Tour platform from 2026 does not signal
an exhaustion of motor racing marketing opportunities for the brand, as the Chinese firm
has publicly announced its intention to expand in endurance and rallying competitions in

the future (Gérard, 2025).
2.2.2 Case 2: NIO s Formula E venture

NIO Inc. iR R4 H R A A is a Shanghai-based electric vehicle firm
founded by Li Bin Z=xK in 2014 as NextEV, and rebranded to assume its current identity
in 2016. Its Chinese name, translating to “Blue sky coming”, encapsulates the company’s
mission, which is to “shape a joyful lifestyle by building a community through intelligent
electric vehicles, to share joy and grow together with users”. Through a product
differentiation strategy, NIO aims to create an image of a highly recognized brand that is

closely connected with its consumers across multiple phases of their relationship, seeking
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to emerge in the highly crowded and competitive Chinese electric vehicle market. The
firm’s vision hinges on “creating a sustainable future by redefining the automotive
industry”. In just more than ten years, the brand developed from a startup with motor
racing roots into one of China’s leading luxury electric mobility companies, expanding its
core business to smart EV production, a network of automated battery-swap infrastructure
and user-centric digital services. Outside its domestic market, the company sells its
products in selected European and Middle Eastern countries, and has established research,
development and design centres in the United States, United Kingdom, Germany and
China. While its core activity is the marketing of high-end electric cars under the NIO
marque, the company has built a diversified brand portfolio, introducing two sub-brands
in 2024: ONVO “Ki&, which targets a mass-market audience through affordable SUVs
designed for families; and Firefly ‘K H, which produces small premium EVs. The
company differentiates itself from competitors by investing in the creation of a
comprehensive brand ecosystem, which is characterized by innovative solutions such as
a Battery-as-a-Service model,® intelligent driving software, lifestyle centres and the
community-centred NIO App, aiming to embed ownership in a broader social experience.
Supported by this technological and cultural positioning, NIO has pursued a premium
image, based on advanced design, clean energy, technological innovation and a blend of
mobility, service, and user experience. Although NIO continues to grow its deliveries,
focus on internationalization and scale its service and energy network, it has faced
profitability and cost pressures across its history, as the increasingly fierce competition in
the domestic market, both in the middle-market and premium segments, presents a new
challenge to the firm (Pisano et al., 2023). According to research conducted by Kantar
BrandZ, NIO ranks at #94 in the list of the most valuable Chinese brands in 2025, and at
#4 among automotive companies (Kantar BrandZ, 2025). Unlike most of its local rivals,
NIO can count on an effective marketing tool in its quest to stand out against the

competition: its heritage in electric motor racing.

The NIO Formula E outfit began its activities in 2014 as Team China Racing,

founded in 2004 by motorsport entrepreneur Liu Yu X% and authorized by the Ministry

% In the automotive industry, Battery-as-a-Service (BaaS) is a model where users pay a subscription or fee
for battery usage instead of buying the battery outright, decoupling battery ownership from the electric
vehicle.
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of Sports of China to compete in the short-lived A1GP, Superleague Formula and FIA
GT1 categories (fia.com, 2013). The entry received technical support from Rational
Motion, a German company housed within the Toyota Gazoo Racing spaces in Cologne,
while the on-track operations were handled by Campos Racing, an experienced Spanish
junior single seater stable (Smith, 2016). During that first year of competitions, the stable
also partnered with Chinese electric mobility startup NextEV, changing its entry name to
NextEV TCR (standing for Team China Racing) midway through the season and, as part
of the agreement, modifying its livery design from the original red and yellow Team
China Racing national colours to blue branding. In the inaugural season of the all-electric
series, the team won the Drivers’ Championship with Brazilian racer Nelson Piquet Jr.,
who scored two race wins in Long Beach and Moscow, and placed fourth in the Teams’
Standings. In 2016, the stable competed under the NextEV NIO moniker, as the company
took full operational control and ownership and opted to move away from Campos to
form its own race team, based in the United Kingdom (Smith, 2016). The following year,
ahead of the start of Formula E’s fourth season, NextEV fully rebranded the operation
under the NIO identity, with the aim of promoting its newly formed automotive brand.
The stable, though, raced as the ‘NIO Formula E Team’ for just two seasons, before
another major shift of ownership structure ahead of 2019-2020. Chinese motorsport event
organiser and operator Lisheng Sports Shanghai Co. 7183 (_ifg) R ERBHL B
AR/ 7] purchased a majority stake in the entity, with further investment from Gusto
Engineering % i K] 38 ZE lic /4 4 R /A 7], and handed operational responsibility to
Spanish racing firm QEV, while NIO remained on board as a title sponsor and brand
partner of the NIO 333 race team (Kew, 2020). The Chinese automaker’s involvement
with the Lisheng Sports-owned entry continued through until the end of Season 9 in 2023,
when new investors purchased the stable and rebranded it as ERT Formula E Team. One
year later, the outfit was sold again to American investment firm The Forest Road
Company, who reshaped the team’s identity to assume its current Kiro Race Co.
designation. In terms of sporting achievements, the results of the first championship in
2014-2015 were as good as it got for the Chinese team, whose performances gradually
declined to become Formula E’s backmarker. In the eight years following the Drivers’
title success, NIO and its various other denominations struggled to compete with more

experienced and financially stronger motor racing manufacturers. The outfit’s best final
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results from Season 2 to Season 9 were achieved in Season 3 (2016-2017), when it
managed a sixth place out of ten entrants in the Teams’ standings, with drivers Piquet Jr.
and Oliver Turvey ending the championship in eleventh and twelfth position respectively.
Furthermore, after the first campaign, the team never won a race again under NIO or
Lisheng Sports ownership, and only managed one podium in eight years, thanks to

Turvey’s second place at the 2018 Mexico City E-Prix.

Exhibit 2.6: NIO results in the Formula E championship (2015-2023). Source: fiaformulae.com
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NIO’s sale of the Formula E team in 2019 came as a surprise to many observers,
as its brand image was strongly associated with the championship, of which the Chinese
firm proudly boasts the first ever Drivers’ title. The company’s involvement in Formula
E during the early stages of the championship had the strategic purposes of increasing
brand awareness and attracting investment, as NextEV enjoyed little international or
domestic recognition at the time of its foundation, which coincided with the debut season
of the electric series. Since the Chinese startup ventured into international racing more
than one year before releasing its first vehicle, the electric EP9 sportscar, in November
2016, NextEV also utilized Formula E as a platform to build its identity of a forward-
looking, innovative luxury car manufacturer (finance.sina.cn, 2019). The defining
characteristics of its commitment to Formula E were the development of high-

performance electric powertrains on the race track, trickle-down effects from the racing
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operation’s technology to its passenger cars business and competition against other
marques in a highly visible and disruptive championship. As stated by the racing team’s
introduction on the company’s website, NIO saw its success in electric racing as crucial
for the future development of its core business: “We define the technology for our race
cars, which feeds back into our NIO vehicles. This makes NIO one of the most advanced
electric car companies existing, with a proven performance pedigree that delivers”
(Huang, 2019). After winning the championship, NextEV quickly gained worldwide
recognition among Formula E fans, racing connoisseurs and electric vehicle enthusiasts,
receiving the attention of major international media outlets and the global automotive
industry. The partnership between Team China Racing and NextEV also allowed the
electric vehicle startup to convey its victory as a national success story driven by Chinese
technology and strategic wit, even though the supply of cars was standardised for all
teams during the first season and the racing operations were managed by a Spanish outfit.
As the Drivers’ title won by Piquet Jr. represented the most prominent result for a Chinese-
owned racing stable at that time, the success sparked enthusiasm and national pride in
China, helping the company to lay the foundation for the development of a wide
community of people excited by the brand’s future projects. These results were achieved
through a relatively low investment of CN¥50 million (€7,2 million) in the first year, as
NextEV initially joined Team China Racing as a title sponsor, without equity in the stable
(Chen, 2022). Therefore, the strategic timing and method of the initial investment in
Formula E proved extremely beneficial for the brand’s image and identity needs,
encouraging NextEV and, subsequently, NIO to pursue and expand its commitment in the

series.

Throughout its tenure in Formula E, NIO strategically utilized its racing assets,
specifically its drivers and vehicle technology, as primary instruments for brand building.
By leveraging digital platforms, especially Chinese social media and the NIO App, the
firm cultivated a dedicated community and brand ecosystem, transforming competitive
motorsport participation into a mechanism for fostering consumer engagement and brand
loyalty. NIO’s racing drivers, namely the long-standing Piquet Jr. and Turvey, became key
ambassadors for the brand across multiple touchpoints, including social media, traditional
advertising, and real-life brand activations. In the digital realm, the duo consistently

featured on NIO’s official channels as the public faces of the brand, helping it in the
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creation and nurturing of a community of fans across the world. On November 21%, 2016,
both Piquet Jr. and Turvey stood alongside the company’s senior management in the
launch event of the NIO brand in London, where the company’s first automobile, the
track-use only EP9 luxury hypercar, was unveiled. According to the company’s website,
it was the world’s fastest electric car at the time of its release, delivering the equivalent
to 1360 brake horsepower, accelerating from 0-200kph in 7,1 seconds and reaching a top
speed of 313kph. Some of the car’s key features, such as its steering wheel design, were
inspired by the Formula E prototype (White, 2016). At the brand launch, the Chinese
company reaffirmed its identity as an innovative and disruptive electric automaker with
aracing pedigree by revealing that the car had broken the lap record for an electric vehicle
on the Niirburgring Nordschleife, clocking a time of 7:05.12 on the famous 20.8 km track,
and at the Paul Ricard autodrome in France (1:52.78), thus beating the most recently
released production cars from established European sportscar manufacturers (Bao, 2016).
NIO kept taking the EP9 to the world’s most famous circuits in 2017 in an effort to boost
its prestige and showcase its technology: at Circuit of the Americas in Austin, Texas, it
registered the lap record in both the production and autonomous vehicle categories;
Turvey then destroyed another record for a production car at Shanghai International
Circuit in March (2:01.11), before Peter Dumbreck established in May a new benchmark
of 6:45.9 at the Niirburgring Nordschleife with the EP9; finally, in June the electric
sportscar also broke the Zhejiang International Circuit lap record with a time of 1:26.180
(sohu.com, 2021). The car later featured on the popular Amazon Prime Video show The
Grand Tour in February 2019, where it was positively reviewed for its excellent
acceleration, power, downforce and braking performance. The segment starring the EP9
is also available on the show’s YouTube channel, where it has amassed over four million
views, while the onboard footage of the second Niirburgring Nordschleife lap record was
uploaded on Formula E’s social media platforms in 2017 and has been seen by over one
million people on YouTube as of November 2025. In total, only sixteen EP9s were built
by the Chinese startup, the first six being owned by key NIO investors,®! while the other

ten were sold to the public due to popular demand, at a starting price of $1,48 million

81 Investors included: its CEO Li Bin; Li Xiang 248 (founder of Li Auto); Ma Huateng &1t i (CEO of
Tencent IEIL/A®]); Lei Jun %% (CEO of Xiaomi /NKRHT); Zhang Lei 5k% (founder of Hillhouse
Capital =40 % 4%); and Liu Qiangdong XI|3# %< (CEO of JD.com 5{ <4 [4]) (Bao, 2016)
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(Edelstein, 2018). The marketing platform provided by the motor racing industry was
therefore successfully exploited by NIO, establishing the brand’s engineering credibility
and high-performance reputation in the global automobile industry even before the launch

of its first road-legal car.

The sale of the Formula E outfit and the brand’s disentanglement from the
automobile racing world are therefore unrelated to an overall failure in NIO’s approach
to motorsports, but rather stem from a contingency of specific financial, technologic and
brand image challenges that arose in the following years and forced the company to
redirect its focus to core aspects of the business. The primary motivation of the sale
appears to be the alleviation of financial constraints and the strengthening of cash flow,
as both the motorsport operation and NIO struggled to achieve profitability. After the first
rollout of its road vehicles and subsequent unforeseen incidents, including the
spontaneous combustion of the ES8’s batteries, the company was forced to recall a
number of its products, with massive consequences on sales growth and public image
worsened by the start of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 (finance.sina.cn, 2019). Other
reports underline that the firm had to abandon its plans for a new factory in Shanghai,
announce layoffs in China and the United States, and postpone its third production car
(O’Kane, 2019). Such developments contributed to a critical financial situation: in the
first quarter of 2019, NIO’s total revenue decreased to CN¥1,6 billion (€206,9 million),
representing a 54,6% decline from the previous quarter, while net losses reached CN¥2,6
billion (€336,2 million), an increase of 71,4% from the previous year. These figures
suggest that NIO was experiencing significant pressure in terms of liquidity and needed
to find ways to raise cash in order to maintain its development and growth plans
(finance.sina.cn, 2019). At the same time, the Formula E team, which NIO purchased in
2016, had become a cash-burning asset due to overspending and insufficient return on
investment: though NIO never publicly specified its level of financial commitment to
racing, a filing submitted to the United States Securities and Exchange Commission
shows expenditures of $168,5 million (€142,8 million) in 2018 under the “marketing and
promotional expenses” category. According to the document, these “primarily consist of
marketing and advertising costs, sponsorship fees and racing costs related to our Formula
E team” (O’Kane, 2019). Furthermore, NIO NextEV (UK) Ltd., the British subsidiary
that operated the Formula E team, registered a loss of £6,9 million (€7,9 million) in 2017,
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having received funding for just under £50 million (€57 million) from its parent company
(NIO Nextev (UK) Ltd, 2018; Brilliant In Excellence (UK) Limited, 2019). As confirmed
by company insiders at the time, the decision to sell the Formula E outfit was therefore
driven by the strategic necessity to raise crucial funds for the company’s future, given that
the developmental phase of NIO’s core business was characterized by a strong need for
capital allocation towards marketing expansion, sales channel construction, and the

development of a proprietary manufacturing capacity (Cheng, 2019).

Another dimension of the divestment concerns the strategic value of the racing
team itself. As previously noted, NIO’s initial involvement in Formula E was designed to
enhance brand awareness and build a distinct brand identity. The team’s early success in
the inaugural Formula E Drivers’ Championship effectively embedded a performance-
oriented brand identity. In subsequent years, however, regulatory adjustments in the series
and increased competitive intensity resulted in diminished on-track performances. This
situation reduced the promotional returns of motor racing for NIO: as the team languished
at the back of the pack, negative associations between the on-track performances of the
electric prototype and the brand became more frequent the NIO car also featured less and
less in television coverage, press releases and Formula E marketing activities, as the
attention diverged towards better performing and more established manufacturers such as
Jaguar, Audi and Renault (finance.sina.cn, 2019). At the time, the branding platform
provided by the series was also limited compared to other global championships such as
F1, in which mere participation, as evidenced in Chapter 1.1, was enough to generate
positive effects. Even fielding a Chinese driver, Ma Qinghua, brought little positive
attention to the team, due to Ma’s poor performances in comparison to teammates and
rivals (Beer, 2020). These factors, combined with the high operational costs of a Formula
E team, weakened the strategic justification for continued investment in the category. As
underlined by many observers, NIO’s Formula E outfit had essentially served its purpose
of growing international brand awareness, as the company had already become one of the
few internationally renowned Chinese automobile manufacturers by 2019
(finance.sina.cn, 2019). Considering the strong financial commitment required to make it
more competitive in the series and the firm’s financial struggles, the sale was deemed a
logical decision. However, NIO remained involved in Formula E with the Lisheng Sports-

owned stable through a title sponsorship agreement, which allowed the Chinese
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automaker to maintain some of the strong branding effects derived from racing in the
category, while redirecting capital, personnel and technology towards its core business

(Beer, 2020).

NIO has demonstrated considerable proficiency in brand communication and
early-stage market engagement, particularly prior to the large-scale delivery of its road-
legal products, such as the ES8 and ET7, from 2017 onwards. However, once vehicles
entered mass circulation, it became evident that the company’s marketing narrative
exceeded actual product performance. For instance, statements made by CEO Li Bin in
order to reassure consumers on the NIO ES8’s range and on the availability and
affordability of charging stations were contradicted by subsequent revelations, which
indicated that the ES8 was dependent on a single charging facility during long-distance
travel, thereby undermining the credibility of the previous claims. In addition, several
product-related issues, including system malfunctions, incidents of battery combustion,
and subsequent recalls, placed NIO under heightened public scrutiny. While racing could
have provided some relief from the reputational damage endured in these circumstances,
technology similarly became one of NIO’s Formula E team biggest weaknesses, creating
additional negative associations between the brand and one of its key identity facets. As
previously mentioned, the timing and method of the firm’s investment in Formula E were
particularly propitious and appropriate, since the cars were all equal,® the sponsored
outfit was operated by an experienced single-seater stable and one of the drivers had been
in competition for victories since the start of the championship. Therefore, NIO could
opportunistically reap the image benefits of its Formula E title without having to invest
in research and development. This situation changed from Season 2 onwards, when
Formula E opened the regulations and allowed teams to develop their own powertrain,
consisting of an electric motor, inverter, gearbox and cooling system. While NIO was
among the manufacturers that developed a powertrain, the engineering team based in the
United Kingdom failed to consistently produce a competitive motor in comparison to
more proven European competitors and well-financed privateers, slipping towards the

back end of the grid. The technological difficulties encountered by NIO quickly made the

62 The 2014-2015 Formula E car, called Spark-Renault SRT 01E, was built and supplied to all teams by
Spark Technologies. The chassis was designed by Dallara, the battery system by Williams Grand Prix
Engineering, the electric motor by McLaren and the gearbox by Hewland.
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team a target for criticism across the eight seasons of open regulations, fuelling the
aforementioned negative associations between the outfit’s poor performances and the

brand.

Despite its abandonment of Formula E, NIO remains strongly tied with the series
and its motor racing heritage can still be felt across the brand’s marketing initiatives.
Formula E success is still celebrated and used as a tool to boost credibility in many press
releases and marketing events, as well as on social media, where the Season 1 title triumph
and race victory are recurrently commemorated as milestones of the brand. For instance,
the firm celebrated the ten-year anniversary of Nelson Piquet Jr.’s triumph in Formula E
across its Western and Chinese social media profiles, inviting the Brazilian to recall the
feeling of achieving a historic first title for the brand (NIO, 2025). Even after the sale of
its Formula E team, NIO leveraged its connection with racing by underlining the trickle-
down effect of the technology developed for the racetrack to everyday users. The prestige
surrounding the Formula E triumph contributed to the establishment of NextEV as a
popular and innovative force in the high-tech and high-end automotive segment,
validating the company’s identity as an upmarket performance brand and allowing the
NIO brand to subsequently release its all-electric road-legal products, such as the flagship
ES8 SUV and ET7 luxury sedan, at a premium price in both China and selected European
markets. Therefore, the brand successfully exploited the motorsport platform as a brand
building tool, though other possible benefits were limited by its premature exit due to
financial struggles. As one industry comment from Lynk & Co after its WTCR title noted,
financial investment in motorsport is not merely a matter of spending capital but of
sustaining commitment even in the absence of competitive success. In this regard, NIO’s
withdrawal illustrates a recalibration of its marketing priorities, as the branding
opportunities provided by motorsport were outweighed by the financial strain suffered by
the company. Within NIO’s commercial framework, the focus on profitability and
optimization of the company’s resources ultimately took precedence over racing, which

nevertheless remains part of the Chinese firm’s heritage and image.
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Chapter 3: Chinese tech brands and sponsorships in car racing

Sponsorship constitutes a crucial commercial activity in the sports industry, since
it provides teams or individual athletes the financial support required to sustain the
expenses of a competition, offers an alternative source of revenues and allows for the
staging of increasingly large local and global events. Lee et al. define it as “the provision
of resources (e.g., money, people, equipment) by an organization directly to an event,
cause or activity in exchange for a direct association (link) to the event, cause or activity.
The providing organization can then engage in sponsorship-linked marketing to achieve
either their corporate, marketing or media objectives” (Lee et al.,, 1997). In sports,
commercial sponsorship has developed into a market-oriented activity aimed at building
brand identity, increasing brand awareness and reinforcing brand image by connecting
the firm to an athlete, a team, a championship or an event. In order to maximise
sponsorship effectiveness and achieve the aforementioned objectives, sponsoring
companies must strategically communicate their commercial relationship with a sport
property and integrate it into their other promotional efforts. Therefore, these alliances
include coordinated marketing activities and resource synergies between the two
collaborating entities, which allow for the activation of the partnership and create a strong
business-to-business relationship. Javalgi et al. also suggest that a successful outcome
may depend on the companies holding a positive brand image before the sponsorship
agreement, since prior adverse perception might exacerbate a negative image, as seen in

Chapter 2 (Javalgi et al., 1994).

While the basic concepts of sports sponsorship are commonly applied throughout
the industry, each discipline provides different conceptual associations and potential
benefits, related to its distinctive features. The following third and final Chapter analyses
the peculiar characteristics, dynamics and advantages of sponsorship agreements in the
auto racing sector, providing real-life examples of both successful and unsuccessful
partnerships between racing teams and sponsoring enterprises. The focus is mainly
directed towards technology brands, whose involvement in the sport transcends the mere
application of a sticker on a car. The second part of the Chapter is dedicated to the
involvement of Chinese technology brands in motorsport through sponsorship,

identifying the strategic objectives, partnership benefits and branding implications of
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these agreements. Two cases are analysed in order to gain specific insights: Lenovo’s
long-standing commitment to motor racing as both a team and championship partner,
notably of Formula 1; SenseTime’s technical support to the Sauber F1 Team through its

artificial intelligence technology.
3.1 Sponsorship in automobile racing: characteristics and opportunities

Commercial sponsorships constitute an integral and inevitable part in the business
model of motor racing since the 1968 South African Grand Prix, when Rhodesian driver
John Love implemented the colours of a sponsoring brand, orange Gunston cigarettes, on
the livery of a F1 car for the first time. At the next race in Spain, the championship-
winning Lotus outfit rebranded as Gold Leaf Team Lotus and switched from its British
racing green livery to a striking gold design in partnership with Imperial Tobacco’s
cigarette brand, signalling the beginning of motor racing’s synergy with commercial
partners. Before then, livery patterns were determined by the team’s country of origin and
only the logos of tyre, fuel and lubricant suppliers were allowed to be displayed on the
cars or at the racetrack. The 1968 season also marked the beginning of a long association
between motor racing and tobacco giants, who diverted investment towards sport
sponsorship after the gradual increase of restrictions and bans on direct cigarette
advertising on Western media. Through their brands, multinational tobacco firms such as
Philip Morris International, British American Tobacco and Imperial Tobacco became the
main contributors of the annual budget of most racing stables, participating in the creation
of some of motorsport’s most striking and memorable liveries (Grant-Barnham, 2008).
While these direct sponsorships largely disappeared by the end of 2007 through the
European Union’s Tobacco Advertising Directive (European Commission, 2005),
companies and teams found ways to circumvent the ban. Initially, tobacco sponsors
substituted their brand with acronyms, driver names, slogans and even barcodes, resorting
to alibi marketing, defined as “[...] using brand-associated slogans, colours, or fonts in
place of explicit brand names” (Grant-Braham et al., 2011; Purves et al., 2025). As
recently as 2019, Philip Morris International and British American Tobacco appeared on
the Ferrari and McLaren F1 cars respectively, through purposely-designed and non-
productive sponsoring brands centred around vague marketing campaigns such as

“Mission Winnow” and “A Better Tomorrow” (Dewhirst et al., 2023; Formula Money,
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2021). After the prohibition of tobacco sponsorship, firms from the technology, energy,
financial and luxury goods sectors became the main sources of funding for racing teams
and series. These firms leverage the values promoted by automobile competitions, which
include sportsmanship, progress and, more recently, sustainability, as well as positive
associations with the defining characteristics of racing, such as innovation, sophistication,
speed, adrenaline, prestige and wealth, with the aim of fostering brand awareness and
reinforcing brand identity. Ethical dilemmas such as greenwashing and sportswashing
also emerge in the context of motorsport sponsorship, as racing properties seeking to
maximize funding and revenues tend to overlook broader social issues. (Dewhirst et al.,

2023).

Motorsport sponsorship deals have evolved from the simple application of a
brand’s sticker or colours on a high-speed moving billboard, the car, and have become
symbiotic partnerships across multiple touchpoints, designed to achieve the best possible
outcome for both racing properties and commercial partners. In large part, racing stables
rely on signing partnerships with clients interested in their promotional offering, so as to
obtain financial and industrial resources that are essential to enhance on-track
performance. Though the modern motorsport industry, as evidenced in Chapter 1, stands
on increasingly solid and sustainable foundations, its financial viability still largely hinges
on the ability of racing series and teams to consistently deliver sponsorship value to both
business-to-consumer (B2C) and business-to-business (B2B) firms (Cobbs et al., 2012).
For sponsoring companies, the marketing objective is to achieve a positive return on
investment and boost profitability through the motorsport platform, which provides an
opportunity to foster brand awareness, enhance brand image, increase employee
productivity and drive sales growth. To achieve these goals, racing entities offer several
different marketing opportunities to interested clients, derived from the peculiar
characteristics of the motorsport industry. As mentioned in the previous chapters,
professional racing constitutes an almost unparallelled platform for brand exposure, both
locally and internationally, to firms that opt to invest in the discipline. Despite this
peculiarity, brand exposure value alone does not explain the proliferation of commercial
sponsorship in racing. Jensen et al. determined that only 26 out of 257 F1 sponsors (10.1%)

in the 2007 season achieved a positive return on investment, meaning that the calculated

114



brand exposure value rarely exceeded the sponsorship price paid for the year as a result

of television broadcast time accumulated (Jensen et al., 2014).

Therefore, other factors play a crucial role: the major global championships, for
instance, provide a year-round and worldwide platform to interested sponsors, who can
use it to deliver their promotional message to the large and diversified international
consumer base of car racing. At the same time, the travelling circuses of global series
create opportunities to localize sponsorship-linked marketing activations, depending on
where an event takes place. Australian fintech company Airwallex provides a recent case
of achieving global awareness through its B2B partnership with McLaren’s F1 outfit,
while also focusing on local motorsport-themed activations in key markets to attract
potential B2B customers. According to the company’s Vice President of Global
Marketing, Jon Stona, the sport’s internationality matched the firm’s marketing objectives:
“We liked F1 because the global nature of the sport really aligns with Airwallex’s kind of
global ethos. The global facets of F1 include international drivers, international teams,
international fan bases [...] and there’s this international road show for corporate
hospitality across 24-odd cities throughout the year, and so that really aligned with our
expansion plans” (heyfuturenexus.com, 2025). During the partnership, the sponsoring
firm focused on a series of activation campaigns at selected F1 events, based on mixing
motor racing with local art and culture. At the 2024 Singapore Grand Prix, the firm
exhibited an innovative 3D perception shift sculpture of McLaren F1 driver Lando Norris,
created in collaboration with artist Michael Murphy, at the city’s 39+ Art Space, as part
of'its ‘Shifted Perspectives’ campaign in the Asia-Pacific region (Sawatzky, 2025). At the
2025 Australian Grand Prix, the home event of the company and of McLaren driver Oscar
Piastri, Airwallex teamed up with local artist Reko Rennie, who designed a bespoke livery
for a McLaren Artura road car blending modern and indigenous influences, and awarded
three business grants to support local businesses and professionals that “[...] embodied

the spirit of ambition” (Green, 2025).

Fan demographics, previously examined in Chapter 2, are a crucial element of
motorsport’s sponsorship proposal, since they allow sponsoring firms to identify distinct
patterns of fan behaviour in different situations and segments, so as to determine the
proper approach to connect with the desired audience in the large consumer base of

motorsport. As previously mentioned, one of the key objectives of sponsoring firms in
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racing is to positively influence the fans’ perception of their brand and contribute to a
growth in sales and profitability. In this sense, motorsports properties often acclaim the
high degree of loyalty towards sponsors among racing fans, which is strongly supported
by recent findings. Surveys conducted by motorsport series indicate that racing
enthusiasts highly value the role of sponsors in their favourite disciplines and are
decisively more inclined to purchase products and services from commercial partners of
drivers, teams and championships. According to the 2025 Formula 1 Global Fan Survey
and the 2017 WEC Global Fan Suvey, 76% and 85% of fans respectively support the
presence of sponsorship in the series. In both surveys, this positive perception of
commercial partners is highest in the Asia-Pacific and Americas regions, while European
fans are the least captivated by sponsoring firms. Globally, one third of F1 enthusiasts
(33%) aftirm that they are more likely to consider a sponsor’s product over that of an
uninvolved competitor and 35% say that they think more highly of commercial partners.
The most receptive segments are the Asia-Pacific market (50%), the Gen Z demographic
(40%), and newer followers (38%). Older and more loyal fans generally consider
sponsorship essential to the sport, but are the least likely to be influenced by it when
making purchases. WEC fans are decisively more inclined to buy a sponsoring company’s
product (62%) and to hold a commercial partner in higher regard (74%). The most
impactful brand positioning tactic on fan purchasing behaviour is on-car sponsorship,
largely outperforming driver and event sponsorship (2025 Formula 1 Global Fan Survey,

2025; 2017 WEC Global Fan Suvey, 2017).

In order to build brand equity through sponsorship, firms rely on the image
transfer mechanism. Defined as the process of transferring the traits of a sponsored entity
to the sponsoring brand in the minds of consumers, image transfer tends to be stronger
and more effective when a high degree of functional and image-based congruence exists
between the two partners (Woisetschlédger et al., 2012). When consumers perceive strong
sponsorship congruence, they are more likely to exhibit favourable cognitive and
affective responses. Consequently, greater logical or functional coherence positively
influences brand image and attitudes toward the sponsoring brand, enhances consumer
attention to the sponsor and its associated marketing communications, and increases
intentions to purchase or use the sponsor’s products (Gwinner et al., 2009). Within the

motorsport context, higher levels of perceived fit are also associated with improved brand
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recall, with more pronounced financial benefits observed among sponsors linked to the
technology and automotive industry. Therefore, sponsors often place substantial emphasis
on functional similarity and congruence between their product or service and the racing
team when seeking to develop their brand image and reinforce their identity through
motorsport. To maximise the effectiveness of their sponsorship investment and the
congruence of the partnership, sponsors generally employ activation strategies and
experiential marketing to demonstrate the shared functional attributes between the two
entities. These approaches are particularly appropriate for firms pursuing objectives
related to general brand awareness and corporate relationship building. On the other hand,
sponsors with limited functional congruence generally strategically utilise marketing
communications to underscore symbolic, image-based, or associative links with the

racing outfit (Donahay et al., 2007).

The global, year-round exposure ensured to sponsoring firms throughout the
competitive season also guarantees strong brand integration, characterized by Jensen et
al. as “[...] the inclusion of branded products or identifiers through audio or visual means
within mass media programming”. Sponsors aim to seamlessly integrate their brand or
products into the sporting action to ensure their durable and authentic exposure to the
event’s viewers, while at the same time avoiding the intrusiveness and temporariness of
traditional commercial breaks (Jensen et al., 2014). Placing a logo on car liveries, driver
overalls, trackside signage and on-screen graphics allows sponsoring firms to be
embedded with the competitive action, making their exposure both prolonged and
unavoidable. In specific cases, sponsors do not just integrate their logos within the
sporting contest, but also strategically insert a product within the context of the event in
order to build awareness and generate positive associations. At championship level, the
prime example of product placement concerns champagne bottles, since the traditional
celebration ritual on the podium involves the spraying of champagne by the top three
finishers.%® Therefore, the role of ‘Champagne Provider’ offered by all series is highly
coveted by producers, including Moét & Chandon, Taittinger and Pommery, which supply
F1, Formula E and WEC respectively (Hardy, 2024; fiawec.com; 2026; fiaformulae.com,

8 The tradition was accidentally started in 1967 by American driver Dan Gurney, who spontaneously
sprayed his team bosses with champagne as a celebration for his victory at the 24 Hours of Le Mans. It
rapidly became the standard post-race podium celebration across the world, with the exception of Muslim-
majority countries, where champagne is replaced by non-alcoholic sparkling rosewater (Hardy, 2024).
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2026). At team level, racing drivers, as well as key personnel, wear the watchmaking
sponsor’s products at all times, excluding when they are actually driving the car. To
maximise product awareness and leverage the association between motorsports and
timekeeping, IWC Schafthausen and the Mercedes-AMG F1 Team cleverly printed a
watch face on the wrist of the drivers’ left glove and put the brand logo on the right glove,
allowing the brand to increase visibility during on-board shots of the Mercedes cars. This
tactic has since been imitated by other teams and their watchmaking partners across motor

racing (Weiss, 2024).

While all sponsoring companies share certain similar goals, such as boosting
brand awareness, when they partner with racing entities, the marketing objectives of B2C
and B2B firms markedly differ. As determined by Cobbs et al., B2C companies choose to
partner with racing properties to obtain access to a large consumer base and to achieve a
greater degree of global awareness, facilitate image transfer and boost sales performance.
In exchange, they always provide a degree of financial backing, while also occasionally
supplying operational resources through value-in-kind sponsorship. As B2C companies
directly target potential consumers, they consistently leverage their association with a
series, event, stable or driver across all marketing platforms, connecting with the public
mainly through social media content, traditional media advertising and product
endorsements by drivers and team members. Sponsorship agreements between racing
entities and B2C firms also often include licensing rights so that commercial partners can
include the team, championship or driver trademarks in their marketing efforts. With the
consumer element out of the equation, B2B firms mainly value three aspects: the access
to a wide-ranging and global network of brands guaranteed by racing entities, facilitating
the development of business relationships and corporate connections; the awareness and
credibility boost provided by the connection with a racing property and by seeing their
product in competition, when the firm acts as team supplier or technical partner; the
potential knowledge and technology transfer to the company’s core business of new
solutions and findings derived from the partnership (Cobbs et al., 2012). Finally, both
B2C and B2B companies strive to improve employee productivity, as sponsorship perks,
such as track experiences and VIP access at selected events, provide incentives for

employee performance or to boost employee morale (DeGaris, 2010).
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While striking a deal between two parties constitutes the launching pad of a
sponsorship agreement, partnership activation is the crucial activity that allows firms to
actively engage with potential customers and maximize brand exposure. In recent years,
the standard motor racing activation has evolved from the mere application of a sticker
on a car to a complex system that integrates livery and apparel design collaborations,
social media content, real-life trackside experiences, virtual competitions and more.
Among these tactics, one-off livery designs constitute the preferred choice of all
sponsoring firms, as the company’s colours fully replace the team’s original pattern or are
partly integrated in it. Special liveries have become a common feature of international
racing, and especially F1, since 2020, coinciding with its recent rise to prominence in the
sports industry. Historically, B2C sponsors, such as tobacco firms, have deployed this
tactic to maximize brand awareness in selected markets, though this trend has expanded
to all high-level sponsoring firms, including suppliers and B2B partners. While this
particular type of activation provides a strong platform for enhanced brand exposure, the
integration of clashing colours can prove a challenge for the success of the campaign. At
the 2025 Miami Grand Prix, the pattern co-designed by Scuderia Ferrari and its Title
Sponsor, HP, received massive backlash from racing fans, as the team’s iconic livery
featured a poorly integrated white-and-blue pattern over the whole rear end. Despite its
efforts to promote the collaboration through the launch of Miami-exclusive merchandise
and to engage in heritage branding,®* the activation dissatisfied racing fans, who had
already complained about the integration of the HP logo in the standard Ferrari livery
design (Cary, 2025). On the contrary, Gulf Oil, one of motor racing’s most iconic sponsors
thanks to its striking orange-and-blue design in sportscars and single seaters, made a
memorable impact on its return as a team partner in F1, releasing a heritage livery with
McLaren at the 2021 Monaco Grand Prix. During its subsequent partnership with
Williams, the brand went one step further, as it launched an online fan vote in
collaboration with the British outfit to establish which of four submitted livery designs
would take over the car in the 2023 Singapore, Japanese and Qatar Grands Prix. The
activation campaign reached more than 180.000 votes, allowing Gulf Oil to connect with
racing enthusiasts in an innovative manner (Cooper, 2023). Special liveries are also

frequently accompanied by exclusive merchandise and capsule collections, aimed at

% Ferrari used to race in full white-and-blue colours in some North American events in the 1960s.
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amplifying the exposure of the collaborating firm throughout the team’s marketing
platforms and exploiting the lifestyle features increasingly associated with the racing

ecosystem.

Real-life experiences also provide a crucial opportunity for sponsors to activate
the partnership, to directly engage with potential customers and to foster a closer
relationship with racing enthusiasts. As explained in Chapter 2, sponsoring firms leverage
the versatility of the racing platform to develop creative ways to interact with consumers.
These include simulator sessions, pit-stop practices, reflex tests, garage tours, hospitality
experiences, on-track excursions and, crucially, driver interaction opportunities. These
immersive experiences mainly occur at the track, where most fans gather to witness the
action, though racing stables, supported by commercial partners, have also begun
exploring customer-centred live event opportunities outside of circuit facilities in order
to increase fan engagement possibilities with local people that may not attend the contest.
Furthermore, the digital ecosystem plays a vital role in enhancing the value of motorsport
sponsorships, as it extends the visibility accrued by commercial partners beyond the
confines of the circuit and traditional broadcasting. Sponsors of professional racing
entities achieve strong integration into a team, a driver or a championship through both
their own original content and fan-generated content, therefore multiplying frequency and
longevity of brand impressions. Social media also encourage the active participation in
the partnership of racing enthusiasts and potential customers, through competitions, co-
created content and fan votes, enhancing an emotional connection with the audience. The
potential value of social media exposure for racing sponsors has been exemplified before
the start of the 2025 F1 season, when seven-time world champion Lewis Hamilton posted
his first photo in Ferrari gear after his blockbuster transfer to the Italian team. According
to sponsorship analytics firm Sponsorlytix, on the X platform alone, the post generated a
total of $412.300 in brand value for the Ferrari partners featuring on the team’s racing
suit (Mann-Bryans, 2025).% The digital appeal of motor racing for sponsors also applies
to Esports competitions and gaming, which provide a significant platform to engage with
the sim racing community. For instance, sponsors can partner with individual drivers or

teams to customise liveries much more quickly and cost-effectively than in real-life

65 The analysis was conducted a few hours after the post’s upload, when it had reached 8 million impressions.
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circumstances, while taking part in internationally recognized events such as the F1 Sim
Racing World Championship (which reached a peak concurrent live audience of 78.000
viewers in 2025), Gran Turismo World Series, Virtual 24 Hours of le Mans and iRacing
Daytona 24. Therefore, sponsoring brands that seek to engage with a young, digitally-
minded audience can tap into the sim racing ecosystem to foster brand relationships and
increase engagement with an emerging fanbase, focusing on its characteristics of

innovative technology, community and entertainment (Lefebvre, 2024).

According to Edwards, one of motor racing sponsorship’s key advantages
compared to other sports is the opportunity to associate brands with moving and living
promotional tools, such as cars, drivers and team managers (Edwards, 1987). The
possibility to access the drivers as testimonials in corporate events, consumer promotions,
traditional advertisements and digital content constitutes a cornerstone of sponsorship
relationships between teams and commercial partners. From a business-to-consumer
standpoint, driver appearances can attract crowds for product sampling, premium
giveaways, and contest registration. Therefore, as one of the crucial elements of fan
identification, drivers provide a dependable and impactful platform to connect with
potential customers and, as such, their personalities and on-track success are important
features of the partnership. Sponsoring firms can also choose to invest on the individual
athlete, bypassing the team connection, and tie themselves to a successful individual in
order to leverage the benefits of personal storytelling and celebrity endorsements. Due to
motor racing’s association with wealth, prestige and sporting success, most professional
drivers turn into local, national or international public personalities, thus becoming
appealing individuals for many sponsoring firms. Given the outstanding expenses
required to compete at youth level in karting and cars, personal sponsors also play a vital
role in supporting young drivers and their progress through the motor racing pyramid,
becoming an integral financial contributor during their journey towards professional
competitions. Most personal associations derive from a common country of origin and
pre-existing partnerships with the driver’s team. In recent years, however, the heightened
visibility of racing drivers, boosted by the popularisation of car racing and the increased
awareness of their personalities and individual interests, generated new opportunities for
targeted partnerships aligned with their individual passions outside of racing, especially

in the fashion industry.
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The development of a compelling brand narrative surrounding the partnership can
facilitate stronger emotional engagement with consumers, while effectively
communicating the brand’s core values, identity, and strategic mission. After the recent
popularization of motor racing, sponsors increasingly prioritize the peculiar storytelling
aspect of their association with a team over its overall competitiveness, as this allows
them to become an integral part of a sporting narrative and to align with the distinctive
values of each racing property. While recently successful or historic teams leverage their
winning pedigree, sponsors can also join the charge of newly-formed or up-and-coming
outfits to exploit themes such as comebacks and underdog success (Jensen et al., 2024).
Challenging the status quo in their respective arenas constitutes one of the key factors that
brought fintech company Revolut to become the Title Partner of new F1 team Audi,
starting from 2026: “[...] The narrative is super important: at Revolut, we are here to
disrupt banking and to win against incumbents. Audi is amazing from that perspective,
because they are entering arguably the hardest sport on the planet at the moment, and they
are starting from zero, building everything by themselves. [...] Exactly like Revolut: we
build everything ourselves” (Antoine Le Nel, Chief Marketing Officer of Revolut;
Collantine, 2026). Williams, a fallen giant of F1, leans heavily on the comeback narrative
to create a compelling storytelling platform for its sponsors, including its Title Partner,
Atlassian: “[....] Here is one of the most storied brands in F1 that’s fallen on tough times,
every sportsperson loves a recovery story. And I was sold early on the recovery story, 'm
like, ‘Let’s go help, let’s make this happen. Let’s get back to being a championship team’.
So, we fell in love with the mission” (Mike Cannon-Brookes, Atlassian founder and CEO;

Thompson, 2025).

Driver partnerships also create opportunities for storytelling, especially when the
sponsor has proven instrumental in advancing a young driver’s career through the
expensive and cutthroat junior ladder before turning professional. For instance, other than
providing a talent pipeline for potential future champions, the Red Bull Junior Team also
contributes to the Austrian firm’s overall brand narrative of performance, youthfulness
and individual growth by providing financial support and coaching services to aspiring
young drivers scouted from karting or junior series. In exchange, these drivers race under
Red Bull colours in their quest to reach the most prestigious championships, becoming

closely tied to the brand since a very young age. After ruthless competition with other
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racers from both outside and within the Junior Team, only a handful of supported drivers
successfully navigate the junior pyramid and join F1, where they become professional
athletes with Red Bull’s second team and, crucially, worldwide ambassadors of the
Austrian brand. If drivers show exceptional ability, they are then promoted to the senior
outfit, completing their athlete development arch within the Red Bull family. Therefore,
the Red Bull Junior Team partly operates as a branding mechanism, as it strategically
converts sponsorship into a storytelling platform centred around youth, talent growth and

sporting success.

Crucial to achieving the objective of business network development are corporate
hospitality opportunities for clients and guests, VIP track experiences and meetings with
drivers and team managers, which are offered by all racing properties at live events. The
networking aspect of a racing sponsorship is undoubtedly the most obscure to the public,
but the most important to B2B partners. Sponsors do not just enter a simple business
connection with racing properties, but also access a valuable platform for the development
of corporate relationships with other contributing firms (Grant-Branham, 2000). In this
ecosystem, the racing entity acts as a business facilitator, connecting executives from
different companies through their existing relationship with team members and
championship managers. These exchanges occur both at the race track, where paddock
hospitalities and corporate areas are commonly filled by company leaders, and outside
the autodromes, as sponsors and racing entities increasingly organise coordinated
marketing events and B2B meetings, such as the F1 Business Summit (Cobbs et al., 2012).
George Kurtz, CEO of CrowdStrike, described how the cybersecurity firm leverages
corporate relationship development through its sponsorship deal with the Mercedes-AMG
F1 outfit: “We cooked up the crazy idea of trying to drive a F1 car ad getting some
customers involved. We pulled it off and it was a great success. [...] We take our best
customers to these [F1] events, expose them to the inners of F1 and from a security
perspective we are talking and sharing ideas on how to better protect ourselves. It’s a great
way for customers to collaborate and for us to gain customer intimacy for the weekend”

(cnbc.com, 2023).

Supply agreements and value-in-kind partnerships are the keys to achieving
technology transfer, increasing brand awareness and boosting credibility. As revealed by

commercial partnerships executives of F1 teams, racing entities generally prioritize the
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financial contribution of a sponsor over its value-in-kind proposition, unless the B2B
partner is able to provide a demonstrably superior product or it satisfies a specific need.
This can potentially lead to conflict, as many partners prefer to contribute performance-
based resources in order to maximize sponsorship congruence. From the teams’ point of
view, business operations are centred around internal manufacturing and development of
bespoke cutting-edge cars, thus limiting potential contribution from industry outsiders in
certain departments. By optimizing the financial contribution of their sponsoring firms,
teams can reinvest these resources in the purchase of specific equipment, machinery and
software, and in the recruitment of highly skilled personnel (Cobbs et al., 2016). Despite
this potential contrast, cases such as the McLaren-Airwallex partnership demonstrate how
value-in-kind partners can enhance business operations and, consequently, cement a
sponsoring brand’s credibility. According to a press release by the Australian firm,
“[Airwallex’s] end-to-end payment system has supported financial operations at McLaren
Racing, with a number of previously time-consuming processes being replaced with
bespoke payment templates that create smooth financial operations, critical to on-track
success. As a result of the first year of the partnership, Airwallex has enabled McLaren to
shave a half day per month in processing time for international payments”. Furthermore,
a third-party brand study revealed that exposure on the car and the driver overalls “[...]
led to a 58% increase in perceived brand trust among respondents who associated
Airwallex with McLaren Racing, and a 70% increase in the likelihood of considering
Airwallex for payment needs” (airwallex.com, 2024). The partnership between McLaren
Racing and Google also allowed the British outfit to unlock on-track team performance
in a critical race situation, that is pit stops: “In 2023, at the Qatar Grand Prix, we achieved
the world record at 1,8 seconds. The way we do that is obviously a lot of hard work and
practice, but we also use technology to support the analysis of the pit stop. The team films
the pit stops on the Android devices, then shares the data securely to the Android tablets,
where the team can annotate in the areas where they think we can optimize and get better.
That then supports the continuous improvement efforts in that space” (Matt Dennigton,
Co-Chief Commercial Officer of McLaren Racing; Hawes, 2024). Value-in-kind
sponsorship also opens up opportunities for joint product development and real-life
testing in extreme conditions, allowing firms to improve their offering through motorsport

participation. The transfer of knowledge and technology developed for and tested in
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racing is not limited to automotive components such as fuels, lubricants and energy
recovery systems, but also to industrial machinery, complex materials, data acquisition
systems and simulation technology that can be applied to other industries. Through its Al
and high-performance computing technology, for instance, Dell processes massive
amounts of data and runs millions of real-time simulations every weekend for the
McLaren F1 team, becoming a crucial player in the team’s decision-making process. At
the same time, this business relationship generates a feedback loop, in which “Our [Dell]
engineers have to listen to what McLaren needs and the things that we may need to do
different with our technology to race better. They are using some of our most advanced
technology that applies to a number of our customers, and we take what we learn from
McLaren and apply it directly to our technology and to our larger customer base” (Liz
Matthews, Senior Vice President, Global Brand, Creative and Experiential Marketing of
Dell; Leonard, 2025).

As found by Olson et al., geographic congruence constitutes a driver of overall
sponsorship coherence and performance, thus contributing to the partnership selection
and retention processes (Olson et al., 2011). Since motorsport is characterized by strong
identitarian and patriotic themes, such as playing the national anthem of winning drivers
and teams, this aspect allows sponsoring firms to leverage cultural associations with the
racing property. As mentioned in the previous sections, some racing teams present
themselves as national icons despite their global operations and tend to select
geographically close suppliers to shorten their supply chains, therefore forging value-in-
kind partnerships with firms from a shared nation or region. Same-country partnership
preference can also pertain to B2C companies, especially those that aim to promote their
brand to relevant segments on the international stage while, at the same time, emphasizing
their country of origin. Regional proximity to the sponsored property was also found to
reduce the probability of exit, with partners being headquartered in the same country as
the sponsored team being 8.9% less likely to exit partnerships (Jensen et al., 2024).
Currently, the Toyota outfit in WEC provides the main example of a preferential national
alliance between sponsors and a race team, as 88% of its 25 partners hail from Japan.
While most of its partners are part of the Toyota Group conglomerate, other multinational

firms such as Japan Airlines and Fujitsu leverage their country-of-origin connection with
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the successful endurance outfit to gain global awareness and enhance brand image

(toyotagazooracing.com, 2026).

Although a team’s on-track success exhibits only a limited influence on the image-
transfer process, team performance constitutes a relevant factor for interested sponsors.
Specifically, sponsors should assess whether consistent competitive success holds greater
significance than mere participation in racing for their target segment, as this distinction
may guide the strategic choice between partnering with any team or a high-performing,
winning stable to optimise sponsorship effectiveness. The value created by sponsoring a
winning outfit should indeed not be underestimated. According to Jensen et al., in F1 the
brand exposure value for sponsors increases on aggregate by $822,157 (€670,000) for
each point scored by the team in the championship, while a race win produced a total
incremental exposure surpassing $25,8 million (€21 million). On the contrary, failing to
finish a race induces a loss in total sponsor exposure value estimated at $5,6 million (€4,6
million). The research also found that the probability of achieving return on investment
for sponsors grew 1,01 times for each point scored in the Constructors’ Championship by
the partner team.®® Consequently, sponsoring racing teams with recent repeated success
or a long history in the sport translates to greater sponsor brand exposure, but also carries
a significant price premium (Jensen et al., 2014). Subsequent research by the same author
expands on the factors that impact sponsorship price, suggesting that racing entities utilize
other means besides recent success and sporting legacy to dictate financial terms. For
instance, the partnering firm’s brand equity and its shared nationality with the team
influence multi-year sponsorship agreements, driving up the fee paid by sponsoring
companies, while other factors such as sponsorship congruence and firm size have a
negligible effect on costs. Predictably, clutter reduces the price charged by a team to its
commercial partners, as it reduces the brand recall effect. Therefore, sponsoring firms are
suggested to closely monitor the aforementioned factors to avoid overspending, while
racing entities are suggested to pursue agreements with companies originating from the
same country and high in brand equity, since these firms appear more willing to pay price
premiums in sponsorships and less likely to exit an agreement (Jensen et al., 2021). Due

to the potential volatility of a team’s on-track results from one season to another, racing

% The old points-scoring system was still in place during the F1 season examined by the research (2007).
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stables generally restrain from emphasizing on-track performance as they propose a
sponsor relationship. After the establishment of a partnership, however, both parties
acknowledge that performance is relevant and influential in terms of expected investment
and sponsorship longevity. For this reason, several team partnerships in motorsport
include performance-based bonuses depending on the sponsored outfit’s results in a race
or championship, signalling that sponsoring brands highly value the sporting success
achieved during their association with racing properties. Findings by Jensen et al. indicate
that “[...] every title won over the team’s history by its drivers reduces the probability of
a sponsoring firm exiting a brand partnership with that team by 3.4%”, while “[...] as
each team’s best finish in the standings gets one spot worse, the probability that a

sponsoring firm exits increases by 2.2%” (Jensen et al., 2024).

Disappointing performances and results by a sponsored outfit are among the key
factors leading to partnership dissolution. Since sponsoring firms, especially in the B2B
category, need to provide strong proof points to justify and leverage their associations
with a motorsport entity, these companies seek success in order to optimize their
marketing narrative and avoid the dilution of the marketing message. As described in
Chapter 2, a cluttered commercial environment contributes to the dissolution of
sponsorship agreements, as brands seek to stand out more easily in a less crowded context,
avoiding negative effects in partnership recognition and identification. An international
pattern also emerged, as sponsoring firms of F1 teams originating from South America,
Australia and North America resulted 61,2%, 35,1% and 7,1% respectively more likely
to exit agreements compared to European partners (Jensen et al., 2024). Furthermore,
external factors impact the willingness and availability of sponsors to associate
themselves with car racing. As mentioned in Chapter 1 when describing the structural
challenges of the industry, motorsport is susceptible to financial crises not only from a
team ownership point of view, but also from the sponsorship aspect, since marketing
spending in this field tends to be cut by firms in challenging circumstances, in order to be
redirected on core business priorities (Hargrave-Silk, 2009). As seen in Chapter 2, prior
controversial or adverse perception of a specific sponsoring brand or the industry in which
it operates, such as cryptocurrencies or gambling, can also lead to the early dissolution of
partnerships or project a negative image on the sponsored property. For instance, the

lucrative naming rights agreement between Sauber F1 Team and controversial online
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gambling platform Stake has faced scrutiny and backlash from both fans and authorities.
Furthermore, the sponsoring firm was forced to remove its logos from the car at multiple
Grands Prix across Europe, the Middle East and Australia, due to local laws that ban

gambling advertising for unlicensed operators (Brittle, 2024).%’

Conversely, overall
industry growth and favourable investment trends within a product category, especially
those congruent with the motorsport sector, can increase the likelihood of large-scale
sponsorship activity, as seen with the recent surge of artificial intelligence partners

(Jensen et al., 2024).

Teams and championships generally offer multiple different tiers of sponsorship
agreements to better satisfy the branding and financial needs of investing firms, and to
strike a balance between clutter and under-commercialization. When it comes to racing
stables, in most cases these deals are classified in four different categories, based on the
degree of the sponsor’s financial investment. The most lucrative are title sponsorships,
whereby a company invests a large sum of money to secure the partial or full naming
rights of a team. This allows the sponsoring firm: to secure the largest share of branding
on all advertising spaces, including the car, teamwear and hospitality; to appear in the
outfit’s official logo and entry name; and to capitalize on the highest possible volume of
opportunities for marketing activation campaigns with drivers or other team members on
both social media and traditional platforms. In order to avoid possible brand dilution
effects caused by a close association with powerful title partners, team marketers
sometimes refrain from these deals, electing to prioritize the outfit’s own brand impact
(Smith, 2025). For the same reason, no more than one ‘Naming Partner’ is chosen, though
exceptional double title partnerships have shortly made an appearance in F1 in recent
years, namely the ‘Aston Martin Aramco Cognizant F1 Team’ (2022-2023). In terms of
investment made by title sponsoring firms, sums vary depending on the share of branding
space occupied on all team platforms, the provision of partial or full naming rights, and
the expected visibility of the sponsored outfit on media platforms, as those that compete
in the leading positions generate higher quality exposure. According to recent reports, the
highest-paying title partners in motorsport are Oracle (Red Bull Racing), HP (Scuderia

Ferrari) and Mastercard (McLaren F1 Team), all with an annual investment of $100

%7 The firm circumvented these bans by placing Kick branding on the car instead, as the streaming platform
is owned by Stake (Brittle, 2024).
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million (van der Hulst et al., 2025; Birnbaum, 2025). In total, F1 teams generated $2,04
billion (€1,88 billion) in sponsorship revenue in 2024 (Brittle, 2025).

The second level of sponsorship concerns the premium tier, where brands are often
referred to as ‘Global’, ‘Principal’ or ‘Premium’ Partners. Firms investing at this level
enjoy strong visibility, as their decals tend to occupy prominent spaces on the team’s kit,
garage, social media platforms, press releases and several other touchpoints. More
importantly, premium partners are guaranteed to feature on key televised areas of the
vehicle, such as the engine cover, the wings and the side, and to obtain access to the
drivers for promotional purposes. The prices for these premium spaces fluctuate
depending on several factors, including the sponsored team’s advertising value and the
number of brands occupying that same tier, generally standing between $5 million and
$25 million in F1. According to Jensen et al., sponsors affiliating at the premium tier
realized a higher probability of positive return on investment (25,35%) compared to
partners at other levels (12,56%) (Jensen et al., 2014). The basic level of sponsorship in
racing is the ‘Official Partner’ status, whereby firms invest limited amounts of resources,
normally between $1 and $5 million in F1, depending on the agreed positioning of their
logo and prominence on team platforms. Sponsors in this bracket sometimes assume very
specific titles, such as ‘Logistics Partner’, ‘Nutrition Partner’ or ‘Eyewear Partner’, in
order to highlight the sponsor’s concrete contribution to the team and foster brand
awareness through clear associations with a precise aspect of the sport. For instance, it is
common to find each team’s ‘Hydration Partner’ and ‘Cybersecurity Partner’ logos on the
drivers’ personal water bottle and around the garage computers, respectively. In most
cases, sponsors in this tier the sponsors contribute financially to the team but do not
provide resources relevant to performance or business operations. Inevitably, basic-level
team partners are reserved less visible spaces, such as the floor or the mirrors, or more
cluttered areas of the car such as the nose. Finally, ‘Team Suppliers’ are fundamental
partners of racing stables, though their brands are generally unnoticed by the mass public.
Also referred to as ‘Technical Partners’, these firms provide crucial resources relevant to
on-track performance, including paints and dampers, and business operations, such as
industrial machinery and employee wellbeing services, to each outfit. Their key focus is
to grow awareness and credibility by establishing business-to-business relationships and

associations with cutting-edge racing entities. In parallel, Technical Partners seek to
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acquire valuable knowledge, experience and know-how through on-track collaborations,
with the aim of transferring useful learnings to their core business sectors. The level of
investment required in this tier can vary substantially from deal to deal, since the value-
in-kind provided by the sponsoring firm must be considered besides the standard
sponsorship fee. While small specialized suppliers generally remain invisible to the public,
bigger firms such as fuel, lubricants and engine providers may choose to sponsor one or
more customers to leverage their fundamental role as one of the car’s vital organs, sticking
their brands on the relevant section of the vehicle. Motorsport teams partition specific
areas of their cars to offer advertising spaces to the logos of commercial partners, with
strict prescriptions for size, placement and colour. The following image concerns the
estimated cost of adding a firm’s logo on each area of a F1 car, regardless of sponsorship
1.68

tiers and other possible off-car branding initiatives, as illustrated by Markopoulos et a

Exhibit 3.1: Cost of sponsoring key areas of a F1 car (Markopoulos et al., 2019).
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While championships strongly rely on sponsors to stage their races and increase
revenues, commercial partners aim to reap the several potential benefits of event
sponsorship. Similarly to teams, global racing series also differentiate between high-tier
global or title sponsors, mid-tier official partners and product or service providers.
Premium sponsors generally invest large resources to have their brand consistently feature
at the race track, being generally displayed extensively both on the most visible areas of

the track itself, such as barriers, runoff areas, grandstands, pit facilities or other circuit

% Two key areas are not included in the image: the front wing, where medium-sized logos can be placed
for around $10 million, and the engine cover, whose large space is worth around $25 million.
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infrastructure, and community areas such as each autodrome’s fan zone, paddock and
corporate hospitality areas. Commercial partners can therefore leverage the several
branding and activation opportunities provided by event and championship sponsorship,
which include: global visibility through continuous brand displays on the media broadcast;
naming rights for multiple races each season; advertising and co-creation opportunities
on a championship’s different content platforms and formats; integration of a brand’s
products or services within the championship’s environment, driving opportunities for
merchandising and product sampling. The prime example of wide-ranging sponsorship
agreements in racing is F1’s association with the LVMH Group, which began sponsoring
the championship in 2025 after signing a deal, valued at more than $100 million a year
for 10 seasons, involving its brands Louis Vuitton, Moét & Hennessy and TAG Heuer. As
a result, the three LVMH brands became solidly integrated within the championship’s
ecosystem, as they featured at every race in the form of on-track signage and, crucially,
of direct marketing opportunities: Louis Vuitton appeared on every pre-race ceremony
and podium celebration with its iconic trunk, which carries the winner’s trophy; Moét &
Chandon also featured on every podium as the protagonist of the traditional champagne
spraying celebration; TAG Heuer assumed the coveted role of Official Timekeeper, being
displayed alongside the lap time television graphics and rebranding the famous pitlane
clock. The three Maisons also became an integral part of the Paddock Club, the premium
hospitality service provided by F1 to high-profile guests and affluent customers at every
event, increasing the opportunities for sales promotion and product sampling (lvmh.com,
2026). While global and principal partners enjoy most of the visibility, championships
also provide mid-tier ‘Official’ and ‘Regional’ partnership agreements to firms that wish
to promote their brand through lower investments, at specific circuit areas or in selected
geographies. Championship ‘Providers’ or ‘Suppliers’, finally, leverage their involvement
in racing by providing crucial business-to-business equipment and services that ensure
the correct and efficient organization of racing events, although their exposure is
extremely limited at the race rack and aimed at showcasing the quality of their products

to the niche of potentially interested clients.
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Exhibit 3.2: List of F1 sponsors as of April 15", 2025

Company Title Country of origin | Deal valuation/yr
Saudi Aramco Global Partner Saudi Arabia $45m/yr
AWS Global Partner United States undisclosed
Crypto.com Global Partner Singapore $20m/yr
DHL Global Partner Germany $40m/yr
Heineken Global Partner The Netherlands $25m/yr
Lenovo Global Partner China undisclosed
LVMH Global Partner France $100m/yr
MSC Cruises Global Partner Italy undisclosed
Pirelli Global Partner Italy undisclosed
Qatar Airways Global Partner Qatar undisclosed
Salesforce Global Partner United States $30m/yr
American Express Official Partner United States undisclosed
Globant Official Partner Argentina undisclosed
LVCVA Official Partner United States $6,5m/yr
LIQUI MOLY Official Partner Germany undisclosed
Louis Vuitton Official Partner France Part of LVMH deal
Moét Hennessy Official Partner France Part of LVMH deal
Nestlé Official Partner Switzerland undisclosed
Paramount+ Official Partner United States undisclosed
Banco Santander Official Partner Spain undisclosed
TAG Heuer Official Partner Switzerland Part of LVMH deal
Allwyn Official Partner Switzerland undisclosed
Arcos Dorados Regional Partner Uruguay undisclosed
Aggreko Official Provider United Kingdom undisclosed
BBS Japan Official Provider Japan undisclosed
PUMA Official Provider Germany $10m/yr
TATA Official Provider India undisclosed
Fanatec Esports Partner Germany undisclosed
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3.2: Chinese technology brands in motorsport: Lenovo and SenseTimes

racing sponsorships

The sponsorship landscape of car racing has evolved not only to comprise a wide
range of companies from different industries, but also an increasingly international pool
of firms. As of April 15" 2025, American companies dominate the sponsorship arena in
the four main FIA-sanctioned global racing leagues (FIA Formula One World
Championship, FIA World Endurance Championship, FIA Formula E World
Championship, FIA World Rally Championship). The following table provides a
classification of the 498 brands involved in motor racing through a partnership with a

team or series, based on each brand’s stated country of origin:

Exhibit 3.2.1: Share of sponsoring companies in global motor racing based on country of origin®

Country of origin Sponsoring companies (% of total)
United States 150 (30,1%)
Japan 52 (10,5%)
United Kingdom 51(10,3%)
Italy, Germany 34 (6,9% each)
France 26 (5,3%)
Switzerland 23 (4,6%)
Australia 14 (2,8%)
India, The Netherlands 9 (1,8% each)
China, Saudi Arabia, Sweden 8 (1,6% each)
Austria 7 (1,4%)
Canada 6 (1,2%)
South Korea 5(1%)
Brazil, Spain, United Arab Emirates 4 (0,8% each)
Cyprus, Denmark, Israel 3 (0,6% each)
10 countries* 2 (0,4% each)
10 countries** 1 (0,2% each)

* Argentina, Mexico, Chile, Slovenia, Ireland, Belgium, Romania, Seychelles, Luxembourg, Taiwan.
** Cayman Islands, Poland, Malta, Uruguay, Finland, Norway, Qatar, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore.

The key takeaway from Exhibit 3.2.1 is the dominance of companies originating

from heritage markets, including the United States, Japan and Western Europe, while

6 Only the Hypercar and Rally1 classes are considered for WEC and WRC, respectively. Data are sourced
and compiled based on the “Partners” section of the website of all analysed racing teams and championships.
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investment from developing countries with growing motorsport connections, such as
India and Saudi Arabia, is on the rise. While China could be included in the latter group
of countries, its motorsport landscape is more developed in terms of infrastructures,
competitive events, popularity and longevity, making the low corporate involvement of
national firms an intriguing matter. This tendency stems from several key cultural and
business hurdles that, ever since the introduction of racing to China, have confined

sponsorship involvement in the discipline to a small contingent.

It is first crucial to note that the association of Chinese firms with motor racing
has always been limited. Specifically, in F1 the involvement of Chinese sponsors peaked
in 2018, when six brands appeared on the cars, but by 2021, after the breakout of the
Covid-19 pandemic, only one firm remained involved in the series. While Zhou Guanyu’s
debut on the F1 grid marked a historic achievement for the country’s racing industry, his
participation from 2022 to 2024 only attracted a handful of Chinese brands to join the
series as commercial partners. After Zhou’s exit as a full-time driver ahead of the 2025

season, the number of sponsors declined again from five to three.

Exhibit 3.2.2: Chinese sponsors involvement in F1 (2018-2025). Data: Spomotion Analytics

Number of Chinese sponsors in F1

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

The earliest example of Chinese firms leveraging the motor racing platform in
their efforts to gain international recognition can be traced back to the first Chinese Grand

Prix in 2004, when, as mentioned in Chapter 1, Sinopec *[E 411k, became the event’s
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Title Sponsor for five seasons. Team partnerships started in 2007, as technology firms
Aigo %Z[E 7 and Lenovo EtZH, both in the process of establishing global operations,
partnered with the McLaren and Williams F1 teams respectively. In 2013, automotive
components giant Weichai Power #4%E%)) 77 signed the most significant sponsorship
agreement between an F1 team and a Chinese company by becoming a ‘Premium Partner’
of Scuderia Ferrari until the end of the 2021 season. Other notable partnerships of the past
decade include: Hisense {5 and Red Bull Racing (2015-2017); OnePlus — il and
McLaren Racing (2018-2020); Tmall X%# and Renault F1 Team (2018-2019) (Guo,
2022). The declining involvement of Chinese sponsors in international automobile racing
clashes with the growing consumption of motorsport activities and content in the country,
and with the global rise in fan and corporate interest towards the industry. As of April
2025, only eight Chinese brands publicly feature as partners in the four major global
championships: Lenovo (sponsoring the F1 World Championship), SenseTime (7%
Hi, sponsoring the Stake F1 Team Kick Sauber), TikTok (¥}, sponsoring the Aston
Martin Aramco F1 Team), IXO Models (sponsoring the Hyundai Shell Mobis World Rally
Team), Luanzhou International Circuit (J7 3t % 2N [E = € % 37, sponsoring Proton
Competition in the World Endurance Championship), iQOO (3, sponsoring the BMW
M Team WRT in the World Endurance Championship), CATL (‘7 {8 fCHT GEIE AL,
sponsoring the BMW M Team WRT in the World Endurance Championship) and
Envision Energy (iZt 5% figJii, owner of the Envision Racing Formula E Team). Formula E
also forged two event partnerships for the 2025 Shanghai E-Prix: luxury goods firm
Laofengxiang & JE\#% designed and hand-crafted the eight trophies awarded to the
podium finishers across the weekend (fiaformulae.com, 2025); streetwear brand CLOT
#k4t collaborated with the series to design a co-branded apparel collection (Schiavella,

2025).

Industry leaders in motor racing have acknowledged the difficulty in finding
commercial partners from China even when the value proposition of the sport is at an all-
time high both domestically and internationally (Noble et al., 2022). The situation cannot
be explained with a cultural aversion of Chinese firms towards sport sponsorship as a

strategic business activity, given the high level of investment in other international
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sporting events such as the Olympics; nor with the little presence of high-level Chinese
teams and athletes in racing competitions, since this rationale does not apply to football
events such as the FIFA World Cup and the UEFA European Football Championship,
which have received extensive sponsorship investment from Chinese firms (Bitter, 2024).
Possible explanations, according to motorsport sponsorship experts in the Asian market,
can be found in the different approaches of Chinese companies towards brand building
and sponsorship activation. Although the number of Chinese brands that are globally
known is growing, few of these have achieved widespread international recognition.
These successful companies tend to invest little resources in conventional brand building,
favouring short-term, performance-oriented marketing strategies over long-term
sponsorship deals. Furthermore, partnership activation is not considered a priority by
Chinese firms when they partner with sports properties, complicating the successful
outcome of this activity in motor racing. Sponsorships are thus generally treated as
business transactions rather than strategic marketing activities, with a keen focus on
achieving an immediate return on investment. This reflects a broader tendency among the
leadership of Chinese companies, whereby brand equity is not conceived as a driver of
long-term margin creation, in contrast to the approach of other international firms. As a
result, the prospect of investing significant resources in championships such as F1 or in
race teams, which can drive a brand’s reputation and awareness on a global scale,

becomes less appealing (Mann-Bryans, 2025).

Moreover, a possible explanation for the low involvement of Chinese firms in
racing can be traced to the political sphere. As mentioned at the beginning of the
paragraph, Chinese firms have focused their investments on other international
competitions, mainly the Olympics and football tournaments, as part of a soft power
initiative backed by the central government to attract more mega-events to the country.
Despite the long-standing presence of a Grand Prix and an E-Prix in China, motor racing
has not been positioned as a primary platform for national image-building, as the races
taking place at the Shanghai International Circuit are characterised as regional initiatives.
Despite its recent growth among local fans, motor racing still lacks strong media and
storytelling penetration in China, as several successful initiatives carried out by the
championships, such as F1’s Netflix series Drive to Survive, have not been available to

the Chinese public due to geo-blocking restrictions. While these activities have
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successfully attracted firms from other untapped markets, namely the United States, a
different strategy tailored to the Chinese market, as well as stronger driver representation
in the sport, is required to make motor racing an alluring commercial platform for the
country’s enterprises (Mann-Bryans, 2025). As mentioned in Chapter 1, motor racing has
also maintained negative associations with waste, excessive wealth and elitism in China
until recent times, thus minimising the effects of positive image transfer (Chew, 2016).
Finally, Chinese companies are continuing to develop an interconnected and robust
supply chain to support the domestic motorsport industry, making the country’s potential
suppliers and value-in-kind sponsors less viable in terms of quality and logistics. Despite
these constraints, documented cases of Chinese firms investing in in the F1 ecosystem
demonstrate how motor racing sponsorship can enhance the brand awareness and

corporate credibility of the country’s firms.
3.2.1: Lenovo s Global Partnership with Formula One

Lenovo Group Limited 484 A4 I 2 7], simply known as Lenovo, is a
multinational technology company based in China. Its core business revolves around the
designing, manufacturing, and selling of a wide range of consumer and enterprise
computing products and services. The company was founded as ‘Legend’ in 1984 by a
group of engineers led by Liu Chuanzhe #jIf£ & in Beijing, but assumed its current brand
identity in 2003 to prepare for a global expansion. It has since grown to become China’s
and the world’s leading vendor of personal computers, a position it holds since 2013, by
operating a diversified business model that combines in-house research and development,
large-scale manufacturing, strategic acquisitions of established brands in mature markets,
and global supply chain integration. Aiming to deliver “Smarter Technology for All”,
company’s product portfolio includes: various types of personal computers, including
laptops, desktops and workstations under brands such as ThinkPad, purchased from
American firm IBM in 2005, and Legion; smartphones, which are sold under the Motorola
Mobility brand; tablets; data centre solutions; servers; storage systems; smart devices;
cloud technologies. The Chinese firm also places increasing emphasis on software and
digital services, including IT infrastructure solutions, device-as-a-service offerings, and
enterprise solutions for businesses and governments. The company is also investing on

developing future technologies, with the aim of becoming a leading platform for Artificial
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Intelligence integration within its product offering. Lenovo operates in more than 180
markets, with research centres in China, Japan, the United States and Germany, while
manufacturing facilities and sales operations are scattered across Asia, Europe, the
Americas, and other regions, allowing it to tailor products to local market needs while
benefiting from global economies of scale. Through its global footprint, strong brand
recognition, and focus on innovation, Lenovo has positioned itself as a key player in both
consumer electronics and enterprise technology markets worldwide. According to Kantar
BrandZ, it stands as the 43™ most valuable Chinese brand in 2025 (Kantar BrandZ, 2025)
The company has also consistently invested in sport sponsorship to drive global brand
awareness and enhance its corporate credibility, as demonstrated by its long-standing

involvement in the motor racing industry (Ladousse, 2009).

Lenovo started sponsoring a racing property in 2007, when it joined the AT&T
Williams F1 Team as a ‘top-tier’ partner. As part of the deal, its branding featured on
prominent areas of the FW29 (2007) and FW30 (2008) prototypes, specifically the
sidepods and the rear wing, and on teamwear. At the same time, the Chinese firm became
a supplier of the British outfit, supplying its computer technology at every level of the
organization (Ladousse, 2009). The stated aim of the partnership was to “[...] build
Lenovo awareness in key markets worldwide, and to showcase our products and their
reliability” (Deepak Advani, former Senior Vice President and Chief Marketing Officer
of Lenovo; news.lenovo.com, 2007). The alliance lasted two years, during which the
Chinese firm installed an advanced supercomputer at the Williams wind tunnel facilities,
allowing the team to accelerate the research and development process in the aerodynamics
department (Ladousse, 2009). After leaving Williams at the end of 2008, Lenovo repeated
this operation with its subsequent F1 partner between 2009 and 2012, the Vodafone
McLaren Mercedes outfit, of which it became an ‘Official Supplier’. Similarly to the
previous agreement, the Chinese firm provided McLaren with cutting-edge hardware,
which was integrated across the team’s engineering operations both at the racetrack and
at its headquarters. On the other hand, Lenovo branding never appeared on the Woking-
based team’s race cars, as the company switched to trackside advertising to maximise its
brand awareness on the F1 platform. According to reports, Lenovo’s investment in the
McLaren partnership totalled $16 million, a similar figure to the previous alliance with

Williams (Long, 2009). At the end of 2012, Lenovo opted to exit F1, but returned in 2018
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as a Scuderia Ferrari partner and computer hardware supplier to continue “[...] its
ambitions to become one of the world’s most admired and globally recognized brands”.
The Chinese firm’s logo also appeared on the race car, featuring on the front suspension
and the bargeboards, and on teamwear. (news.lenovo.com, 2018). The partnership ended
after just two seasons, during which the only notable activation campaign revolved
around teasing on Chinese social media two limited edition phones, the Lenovo Z5 Pro
GT Ferrari Edition and Lenovo Z6 Pro Ferrari Edition, which were never commercially

released (Lucic, 2019).

After a second brief hiatus from the championship to sponsor motorbike racing,
Lenovo rejoined F1 as a mid-tier ‘Official Technology Partner’ of the championship in
2022. Under the conditions of the agreement, the Chinese firm became a hardware, server
and data collection solutions supplier of the remote F1 Media and Technology Centre and
the Event Technical Centre, which, as mentioned in Chapter 1, bring to life the worldwide
television broadcast and online coverage of the series (Straw, 2025). Furthermore,
trackside branding featured in limited portions of all the circuits on the F1 calendar, and
Lenovo became ‘Title Sponsor’ of the following events: the 2022 French and British
Grands Prix; the 2023 Japanese and United States Grands Prix; the 2024 Chinese and Sdo
Paulo Grands Prix.”® As stated by the Chinese firm, the partnership aimed to “[...] drive
global visibility of Lenovo, showcasing Lenovo’s capabilities on a global scale and
integrating industry-leading hardware technology” (news.lenovo.com, 2022). Already
during the first year of the new agreement, Lenovo representatives publicly confirmed
that the partnership was showing: “[...] very good initial metrics”, particularly in the
American market (Brittle, 2022). The choice of F1 as a branding platform was also driven
by brand coherence with the sponsored property and fan demographics: “We found that
the followers of Formula One are more likely to be tech purchasers and IT decision-
makers. [...] There are also very practical benefits in terms of aligning and visibility of
our brand with other brands that share that drive for innovation and have an audience that
can appreciate the story that Lenovo is telling” (Gerald Youngblood, former Chief
Marketing Officer, North America of Lenovo; Gaines, 2022). In September 2024, the two

entities announced a multi-year renewal and strengthening of their relationship, elevating

70 At these six events, the company also incremented trackside brand exposure and got the opportunity to
personalize the podium trophies.

139



Lenovo to the top-tier ‘Global Partner’ status. As part of the deal, the Chinese company
preserved its Title Sponsorship rights of two events per year, tying the brand to the
Japanese and Hungarian Grands Prix in 2025 and the Canadian and Austrian Grands Prix
in 2026. Furthermore, Motorola, a wholly owned subsidiary of Lenovo, joined the F1
roster as its Global Smartphone Partner, supplying the championship’s personnel with its
products, imitating the parent company’s provision of high-tech computing solutions,
servers and devices. Under the agreement, Lenovo’s trackside branding visibility was
increased at every venue on the calendar, while Motorola banners appeared at selected

events (news.lenovo.com, 2024).

Lenovo’s involvement in the motor racing ecosystem is not limited to the pinnacle
of the discipline, but also its grassroots. In an effort to build awareness among young
audiences, the Chinese firm has invested in sponsoring and supplying technology to local
STEM Racing (formerly F1 in Schools) competitions in the United Kingdom and Italy.”!
Moreover, in 2025 Lenovo teamed up with kart manufacturer Gruppo CRG, becoming a
Technology Partner of the company and founding the Lenovo Kart Academy. As part of
the deal, the Chinese company became a Title Sponsor of CRG-owned team Lenovo Kali
Kart, featuring with its brand across the outfit’s karts, apparel, racewear, safety gear,
hospitality facilities and technical equipment. Similarly to its previous F1 team
partnerships, the technology firm will also provide computers, smartphones, data
acquisition tools, data analytics solutions and advanced telemetry software to CRG
Group’s engineers and drivers, supporting the education, coaching and nurturing of young
talent at grassroots level and enhancing the manufacturer’s production processes and
design quality. The Kart Academy initiative is centred around selecting the brightest
drivers from the Lenovo Kali Kart and providing them further physical and mental
training opportunities, while also providing managerial and communications assistance
from industry experts. This Junior Programme’s objective is to advance a Lenovo-
sponsored athlete through the preparatory categories, all the way to the pinnacle of

motorsport (news.lenovo.com, 2025).

"I STEM Racing is a multi-disciplinary global competition in which teams comprised of school students
aged 9 to 19 design and build a miniature compressed air car following a set of regulations, reproducing
the operations of a F1 team through the engineering, marketing and management of the project. Winners of
national events meet at one F1 weekend in September for the STEM Racing World Championship.
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Ever since its first sponsorship deals with Williams and McLaren, Lenovo’s
involvement in F1 has been centred around securing value-in-kind partnerships that allow
the brand to boost its worldwide credibility by providing state-of-the-art technology to
cutting edge racing entities. Therefore, the Chinese firm became deeply embedded with
F1’s operations after joining the championship’s partnership roster, providing all the key
tools that, as previously mentioned, enable to broadcast every live race to 180 different
territories in the world. As underlined by Straw, Lenovo equipment processes 600TB of
data for each F1 event, requiring the use of 1500 devices and the deployment of on-track
and remote personnel to support F1’s operations (Straw, 2025). This mutually beneficial
value-in-kind relationship serves both parties in multiple ways, as Lenovo provides key
technology used by F1 to improve fan experience during a race. On the other hand, by
documenting its fundamental behind-the-scenes role and supplying key devices to senior
F1 personnel, the Chinese firm enhances brand identity facets such as trustworthiness and
reliability among motor racing enthusiasts. Other advantages for Lenovo emerge from the
opportunity to stress test its core products under extreme conditions across the
championship’s operations. This enables the company to take the key learnings
accumulated in a challenging, high-stakes, zero-tolerance environment and to apply these
findings to its core business, potentially improving its commercial product offering. At
the 2025 Chinese Grand Prix, for instance, F1 tested Lenovo’s ThinkPad X9 Aura Edition,
a pioneering Al personal computer used to support race production and commentary. This
new type of hardware demonstrated a 30% improvement in performance compared to
other PCs utilized in the same circumstances (Pulcini, 2025). The firm also aligned with
F1’s sustainability goal of reaching net zero carbon emissions by 2030, through the
integration in the partnership process of its Asset Recovery Service, which performs
seamless recycling of obsolete computer hardware. Furthermore, Lenovo technology
allowed F1 to substantially decrease the championship’s environmental footprint
attributable to logistics, by reducing the amount of equipment and personnel sent at the
circuit to conduct broadcasting operations and by centralizing most functions at F1’s
remote Media and Technology Centre in the United Kingdom (Card, 2025). This way,
Lenovo managed to align with F1’s values of technical innovation and progress, building

a coherent sponsorship proposal.
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During its time as an F1 partner, Lenovo has executed multiple activation
campaigns to engage with current and potential customers both remotely and at the race
track. At the 2022 British Grand Prix, the firm focused on social media activations to
launch its first event Title Sponsorship in F1. Before the race, Lenovo’s creative team
captured photos and videos featuring its branding across the racetrack to promote the
Grand Prix. The company also focused on sharing and promoting the VIP experiences
provided to hospitality guests and executives. Finally, the Chinese firm developed a 3D-
animated digital F1 car covered in Lenovo branding, which, alongside guest experience
testimonies and promotional videos, was utilised to advertise the company’s Title
Sponsorship of the French Grand Prix. Both campaigns resulted in strong engagement on
social media, surpassing the firm’s benchmark by three and five times respectively. At the
2022 United States Grand Prix, Lenovo chose to partner with key opinion leaders and
social media influencers to endorse the features of its guest experience package and
promote its brand, creating a connection with large and untapped fanbases to amplify the
reach of its partnership story with F1 (shortyawards.com, 2023). In 2023 Lenovo went a
step further, integrating pioneering technology with traditional motorsport features at the
Japanese at United States Grands Prix. For both events, the firm co-developed with Italian
design studio Pininfarina the world’s first kiss-activated trophy, lighting up with the
colours of the winning driver’s national flag after the traditional kiss of the silverware
(Paul, 2023). Through this activation, Lenovo found a creative way to leverage an iconic
post-race celebration and translated it into a strong brand awareness and image boost, as
the initiative was positively received by racing fans thanks to its creativity and uniqueness.
According to the post-campaign analysis carried out by Lenovo, the activation earned 197
million media impressions, with an engagement rate of 8,5%, and an estimated $36
million in media value, thanks to an 80% increase in the company’s broadcast exposure
(clios.com, 2024). The following year, Lenovo repeated the same tactic, crafting with
Pininfarina the trophies awarded at its home Grand Prix in China. Alongside the
integration of traditional motor racing podium celebrations and technology, achieved by
taking inspiration from the laurel wreath and by incorporating a sensor that lights up the
trophy when a driver lifts it or places it around his neck, the Chinese firm also
implemented local cultural symbols to connect with its home market. Specifically, the

trophy’s scales celebrated the Year of the Dragon, while its bright red colour symbolizes

142



vitality and good fortune (Zhong, 2024). An identical trophy was then awarded to the
winner of the 2024 Lenovo Sao Paulo Grand Prix, though its colour was changed to green

to celebrate Brazil’s lush vegetation.

Participating in F1 as a sponsor also created business networking opportunities for
Lenovo. Cobbs cites a marketing executive of the Chinese firm on the topic of the
partnership with Williams: “One of the interesting things about F1 is all the other sponsors.
Already in the short period that we’ve been a member of this community, the conversation
has already started on how can we do some co-marketing with other players” (Cobbs,
2011). The F1 partnership has also been utilized as a tool to engage with motorsport fans
outside of the confines of the racetrack. A successful case is the #RaceToCreate contest,
which allowed British racing enthusiasts to utilise the firm’s artificial intelligence and
augmented reality technology to create their own car livery and see it come to life. The
most creative designs were then projected onto the ‘Walkie-Talkie’ building in London,
surrounded by Lenovo branding, the overall winner being awarded a full-weekend luxury
package trip to the 2025 Abu Dhabi Grand Prix. As the initiative reached more than 4000
submitted designs, it enabled the Chinese firm to boost fan engagement, familiarity and
interaction with its technology (news.lenovo.com, 2025). The Chinese firm has also
amplified its portfolio of sponsored properties to include an individual driver. During the
2025 season, the company strategically chose to partner the Motorola brand with highly-
regarded Brazilian rookie Gabriel Bortoleto, who constitutes a highly visible and credible
ambassador for the smartphone manufacturer. To celebrate the new partnership with the
Brazilian driver, Motorola launched a sales promotion consisting in discounts on its

smartphone products.

The difficulty in measuring return on investment in sport sponsorship,
documented in previous sections, has pushed Lenovo to develop its own paradigm to
evaluate the success of its partnerships. According to the firm, quantitative data remain
the most important evaluation method: in this sense, data collected by F1 indicate that
Lenovo is the number one preferred personal computer and tablet manufacturer amongst
F1 fans. At the same time, the Chinese firm’s brand awareness across that group increased
by 17% from 2023 to 2024 (Williams, 2025). Furthermore, according to Nielsen Sports
proprietary metrics cited in industry briefings, the level of Lenovo’s brand recognition

among F1 enthusiasts, who tend to be highly sensitive towards technology and innovation,
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was 41% and 64% higher compared to non-racing fans in 2022 and 2023 respectively.
The agency’s research also indicates that Lenovo’s sponsorship effectiveness, that is the
measure of the overall business outcomes generated from the partnership, exceeded the
average level of other sponsorships by 35% (Jin, 2025). According to Lenovo’s Global
Sponsorship Director, though, numbers are no longer sufficient to measure ROI, since
global activations aimed at connecting with potential customers increasingly focus on
experiential marketing and emotional connection, which, unlike social media interactions
and engagement, are not measurable metrics. The Chinese firm adjusts its communication
method depending on the target of a marketing campaign and on the channel that is used,
making Lenovo’s approach to partnership activation complex and diversified (Lenovo,
2025). The firm’s holistic approach to its racing partnership exemplifies how a well-
structured sponsorship strategy, which includes carefully targeted activation campaigns,
a crucial contribution to F1’s operations through the supply of key products and an
extensive presence across the industry can elevate a brand’s reputation and awareness

among a wide target consumer base.

3.2.2: SenseTime'’s sponsorship of the Sauber F1 Team

SenseTime Group Limited 7 % & fe £l £ A IR A 7], commonly known as
SenseTime F77, is a Chinese artificial intelligence company, quickly risen to become a
prominent player in the global business-to-business Al landscape. The firm aspires to lead
the world in artificial intelligence innovation, transforming industries and enhancing
quality of life worldwide through cutting-edge technology and services. SenseTime was
founded in Hong Kong in October 2014 by a team of academics and computer scientists,
led by the late professor Tang Xiao’ou %KY (1968-2023). It subsequently expanded
across mainland China as one of the country’s “four Al dragons”,’” establishing itself as
the industry leader in facial recognition technology. Since then, SenseTime has built a
business model centred on continuous investment in research and development, and the
deployment of industry-oriented Al solutions across both public and private sectors. The

firm integrates its proprietary Al infrastructure, SenseCore, with its advanced, large-scale

machine learning model, SenseNova, which ensures a wide array of capabilities in

72 This group includes Sensetime, Megvii i, CloudWalk Technology zx MEHH, and Yitu /K&, These
four companies are considered the pioneers of China’s first wave of artificial intelligence development.
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generative Al, computer vision, language processing and automation. SenseTime divides
its business in four core divisions, each serving a specific sector: Smart Business products
provide Al solutions to private enterprises; Smart City provides crucial technology for
urban management to local, regional and national governments; Smart Life serves the
healthcare industry by providing diagnostic and treatment solutions; Smart Auto provides
intelligent automobile solutions to automotive firms. Among the key areas covered by its
product offering, SenseTime is recognized as an industry leader in facial, image and video
recognition, Al-native cloud infrastructure, medical simulations, autonomous driving and
driver monitoring systems (Marr, 2019). This has allowed the Chinese firm to forge
partnerships with educational institutions, government agencies, automotive firms,
technology companies and many other businesses on a global level, while its operations
and offices remain based in Asia, and specifically in China, Japan, South Korea, the
Middle East and Southeast Asia. After enduring increasing financial pressure and stronger
competition from new players in the lively Chinese artificial intelligence arena in the past
years, the firm is now gradually shifting its focus towards high-growth sectors such as

robotics and semiconductors design (Cheung, 2025).

SenseTime’s involvement in the motor racing sector started in the middle of the
2022 season, as the firm established a high-level technical partnership with the Sauber
Group’s F1 outfit, then known at the time as Alfa Romeo Racing ORLEN F1 Team for
commercial reasons.” As a result, the Chinese brand appeared on prominent areas of the
Swiss team’s race suits, as one of the five logos featuring on each driver’s chest.
SenseTime branding was also visible, crucially, on key areas of Sauber’s F1 prototypes:
in 2022 it featured on the car’s sidepods with its logo and both its Chinese and
international names; in 2023, it switched position to the two halo mounting points,
situated at each side of the driver’s head, and removed its logo; in 2024 and 2025, it added
the ‘x.0.” initials next to its sticker as a homage to its late founder Tang Xiao’ou. This
strategic positioning suggests that, without taking into account the value-in-kind provided
in the technical partnership agreement, the Chinese firm invested heavily to maximise
commercial exposure. Both SenseTime and the Sauber Group presented the partnership

as a logical connection between two companies eager to push technological boundaries

3 The partenrship was established with the intermediation of global sponsorship consultancy agency
Wasserman (Cronin, 2025).
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and passionate about pursuing innovation, with the integration of Al technology and
motor racing at the centre of the relationship. Particular emphasis was put on F1’s
presence in the Middle East, specifically in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates,
two markets in which the Chinese firm had just established new operations as part of its
global expansion plans (sensetime.cn, 2022). Moreover, one of SenseTime’s key
motivating factors was to demonstrate that Chinese companies could stand out at the
forefront of technology in a highly competitive environment, in which several of its main
rivals in the global artificial intelligence sector had already established commercial and
value-in-kind relationships. The partnership continued until the end of the 2025 season,
when the Sauber F1 Team completed its transition to become the Audi factory stable and
therefore underwent a complete overhaul of its identity and business operations, including

its commercial agreements.

The technical challenge of the partnership is one of the key factors that pushed
SenseTime to enter the motorsport arena with an active role in its chosen team’s
operations. As part of its deal with the Sauber Group, the Chinese firm supplied Sauber
with its SenseAuto Intelligent Vehicle Platform 452 2 fig V3. %°F &, tailoring its machine
learning algorithms and artificial intelligence systems to the motorsport sector and
assisting the Swiss team’s business operations both at the circuit and at the factory. During
race events, SenseTime technology helped the team in strategy simulation, optimization
and decision-making by analysing and interpreting real-time data fed by the team’s
engineers, the car’s sensors and other automated systems during each session, and then
suggesting adequate solutions to defeat the opposition. Specifically, SenseTime operated
complex simulations and analysis in areas such as tyre degradation, car setup
development and pit stop tactics of rival teams, accelerating the team’s processing
abilities and improving the decision-making of its strategists. The Chinese company also
played a crucial role in automizing the transcription of radio communications conducted
by rival team members, assisting the team’s race strategists in monitoring a decisive factor
of F1 contests. SenseTime’s expertise in the automotive sector also proved useful, as the
team applied artificial intelligence technology to identify anomalies signalled by sensor
data, analyse root causes and rectify technical problems incurred during an event. At the
factory, the Chinese firm’s technology allowed Sauber to enhance processing capabilities,

operational management and car design operations. For instance, SenseTime artificial
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intelligence technology was used at the Hinwil base to programme computer numerical
control (CNC) machine tools and to develop machine learning processes, which improved

the Swiss team’s production facilities and manufacturing processes (Tan, 2023).

Besides the technological aspect, SenseTime’s decision to sponsor the Sauber F1
outfit was obviously connected to the signing of China’s first ever full-time racer, Zhou
Guanyu, as the firm confirmed that it first contacted the team after the announcement of
the Chinese driver’s debut. Across the four-year duration of the partnership, all of
SenseTime’s documented activation campaigns involved Zhou’s presence. At the 2023
Saudi Arabian Grand Prix, the Chinese firm introduced its Al technology to racing fans
by personalizing the Sauber team’s autograph cards. The firm inserted a QR code which,
after being scanned with a phone, activated an Al mini-programme and launched a
dialogue scene between Zhou and his teammate, Valtteri Bottas (Yu, 2024). Before the
2024 Chinese Grand Prix, SenseTime organized ‘Driving Innovation — Be Your Own
Champion "BHFJHEA] - fftH 2E %", a corporate event at its Shanghai office in
which Zhou Guanyu joined the company’s Chairman and CEO, Xu Li {37, to discuss

the crossover between racing, artificial intelligence technology and Chinese excellence
on the global stage. On that occasion, SenseTime announced the creation of a digital
avatar of the Chinese racing driver, nicknamed ‘Xiao Zhou />, to be introduced that
weekend at their first home Grand Prix together. This digital version of the driver was
utilized to increase the interaction between SenseTime users and F1 and to boost
knowledge and awareness of F1 racing by providing real-time commentary of races and
illustrating the technological and reglementary intricacies of the discipline. Before the
event, the sponsoring firm also launched a fan competition, challenging Chinese racing
enthusiasts to utilize its image-generating Al model to design cartooned avatars of Zhou
Guanyu. Five of the entrants were then invited at the Shanghai event to present directly
to the driver their creations, which were transformed into posters and autographed by the
driver (Sun, 2024). Finally, the Chinese driver also featured in multiple commercials
promoting events or products related to SenseTime. After Zhou left the team at the end of
the 2024 season, the Chinese firm’s technical and commercial partnership with Sauber
continued for another year, though the previous marketing synergies seemingly dissipated

and no real-life activation is documented in 2025, apart from a social media video
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celebrating Sauber driver Nico Hiilkenberg’s long-awaited third place finish at that year’s

British Grand Prix.

While data regarding the sponsorship’s effectiveness in improving overall brand
awareness and reputation of SenseTime are not available, the technical alliance with
Sauber likely contributed to a substantial credibility boost for the Chinese firm, as its
artificial intelligence solutions became strongly integrated with the Swiss team’s
operations both at the race track and at base. By tailoring its SenseAuto platform to the
motor racing sector and testing it in real time and under pressure during race weekends,
the Chinese firm also experimented new solutions and developed new learnings that were
transferred to its core business. The partnership, which lasted three seasons and a half,
exceeded the average duration of F1 sponsorship alliances by one year,’* signalling that
technical and commercial terms were successfully met. SenseTime also underlined that
the association with Sauber was central to its global expansion strategy and improved the
brand’s international recognition among F1 audiences, who were largely unaware of it
before the deal. The firm also received strong attention among racing fans and local media
in its domestic market as one of the few Chinese companies to realize the marketing
potential of Zhou Guanyu’s involvement at the highest level of motorsport. The firm
leveraged the presence of the first Chinese full-time driver in F1 history by utilizing its
technology to create new interactive fan experiences, while also exploiting his
ambassador role in corporate events. After the end of Zhou’s adventure with the Swiss
team, though, SenseTime’s involvement with the Sauber team became a more passive
business-to-business relationship, indicating an overreliance on its compatriot and a lack
of willingness to adapt to a refreshed driver environment, which created new
opportunities for storytelling. Finally, SenseTime’s impact as a technology supplier and a
commercial partner was diluted by the disappointing performances and results of the
Sauber F1 Team across the three-and-a-half seasons: in 2022, it scored just 4 points from
the British Grand Prix onwards, the least of any outfit, and accumulated several
retirements due to reliability issues and crashes; the following year, the team brought
home 16 points from seven points finishes, as it closed the season in penultimate place;

in 2024, the team scored points only once and finished last in the championship, rarely

7 According to research by Jensen et al. on 3286 sponsorship agreement from 1967 to 2019, the average
duration of F1 partnerships is 2,54 years (Jensen et al., 2024)
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featuring in the race coverage due to the very poor performances of the car; in 2025,
Sauber finally saw an upwards trend in form, featuring consistently in close battles with
other midfield teams and accumulating 70 points, which ultimately led to another
penultimate place finish in the Constructors’ Championship despite achieving its first
podium in thirteen years. As explained in the first section of the Chapter, SenseTime
elected to sponsor a lower performing team due to other valid factors, including the
presence of a fellow national icon in the team, the possibility to enter a value-in-kind
agreement and a lower sponsorship price compared to other competitors. Therefore, in
the overall evaluation of the sponsorship’s effectiveness, the negative effect of Sauber’s
subpar performances constitutes a minor weakening of SenseTime’s brand impact, which

primarily focused on technological relevance and narrative symbolism.
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Conclusion

This study provides a comprehensive analysis of the motorsport industry’s
peculiar commercial aspects and investigates the possible marketing benefits and
challenges for Chinese automotive and technology companies in a relatively unexplored
sector, on the basis of the most relevant and recent case studies. The research underlines
that international automobile racing constitutes a stable and expanding sports platform,
actively exploited by companies to achieve their business goals. While the technical
complexity and high costs associated with a motorsport programme often deter
companies from getting involved, the current favourable conditions of the industry
inevitably make motorsports an appealing prospect for those firms that strive to enhance
their global brand awareness, reputation and loyalty. This also applies to Chinese
enterprises, which have historically been reluctant to commit to ownership or sponsorship
of racing properties as part of their efforts to internationalize and accomplish global
recognition. The small number of notable outliers analysed in this research demonstrate
how the country’s firms can maximise the opportunities and tackle the challenges of the

racing world.

Among the many Chinese automotive giants, Geely Group stands as the prime
example of extensive involvement in motorsport. The Chinese firm has invested
substantial resources in the creation of a comprehensive automobile racing ecosystem,
which comprises a junior driver talent pipeline, a professional single-make competition
and a global programme based on the touring car discipline, all established under the
Geely Group Motorsport division. Furthermore, the automotive giant has ventured into
event promotion, autodrome infrastructure construction and circuit ownership through its
subsidiary Mitime Investments. As evidenced in the study, Geely Group has successfully
leveraged the motor racing platform to promote one of its newest marques, Lynk & Co.,
in overseas markets, especially Europe and South America. By beating more established
brands in the same product category on the international scene, the Chinese marque has
built a strong reputation among racing enthusiasts. At the same time, these triumphs have
enhanced Lynk & Co’s image among the general public in the first years of its motorsport
adventure, when it resorted to impactful storytelling to promote the historical

achievement of being the first Chinese brand to win a FIA-sanctioned World
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Championship. Geely Group’s carefully selected customer teams constitute a crucial
ingredient of these triumphs, since their operational and technical excellence have
contributed to the global and continental titles achieved by the Chinese firm. By entering
the touring car discipline, Geely also selected a cost-effective and stable platform,
allowing its TCR 03+ car to race competitively for a prolonged cycle and minimizing
research and development expenditures. Furthermore, the sporting success of Lynk &
Co’s TCR contestant allowed the firm to market its road-legal variant at a price premium,
without damaging sales performances. In a certain way, the Hangzhou-based firm quickly
managed to establish Lynk & Co. as the Group’s racing-oriented brand, using motorsport
to reinforce its dynamic and youthful identity. Despite a carefully planned and strategic
programme aimed at promoting racing culture, several aspects have mitigated Geely
Group’s marketing impact in motorsport. While touring car racing is a globally
recognized motorsport discipline, it has struggled to achieve the global attention reserved
to other open and closed-wheel international series after the turn of the century, thus
limiting Lynk & Co’s brand exposure to an even smaller niche within motor racing.
Moreover, the customer racing business model has driven Geely Group Motorsport to
cede control of relevant marketing aspects, such as merchandising, social media channels

and circuit hospitality, to its affiliated racing teams.

NIO presents a fascinating case of corporate brand building centred around the
ownership of a motorsport team. After its early involvement and championship success
in Formula E as a sponsor of a fellow Chinese racing team, the decision to purchase and
operate a top-level outfit gave NIO the possibility to craft its identity of an innovation-
driven luxury car manufacturer, in preparation for its debut on the passenger car market.
While NIO’s motorsport involvement was shorter compared to other famous brands born
on the race track, its past competitive activities constitute an integral part of its heritage
and identity. Early title glory earned the Chinese firm a strong reputation among
worldwide racing fans and satisfied the purpose of increasing brand awareness and
attracting investment for the then-called NextEV startup. While that season the brand
benefitted from an excellent choice of technical and operational partners by the sponsored
team, NIO was also extremely proficient in communicating the rationale and impact of
its motor racing involvement on the overall business, creating a technological and

performance connection between the racing and road department. Through the acquisition
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of the sponsored team, NIO obtained solid control over this racing property, maximizing
the impact of driver-led and track-based activations. This occurred during the period of
fast growth and legitimation in the motorsport industry of Formula E, a new disruptive
championship series that quickly garnered a strong international fanbase. The EP9 electric
supercar further cemented the Chinese firm’s reputation among racing and non-racing
audiences, given the enthusiastic reception of this track-specific project. Unfortunately,
NIO’s racing team quickly fell to the bottom of the grid due to the technological and
experience gap with its competitors, prompting the Chinese firm to sell the Formula E
team when it became a counterproductive platform due to poor performances and it
weighed on the company’s already troubled finances. Abandoning high-level motorsport
was therefore a necessary evil, as the ownership could not afford to sustain the large
expenses required to be competitive in motor racing. While exiting motorsport is a
common decision taken by automotive firms under financial pressure, NIO, as a brand
born on the race track, effectively lost one of its most effective branding platforms on the
global stage. Still, the Formula E outfit had effectively served its purpose, as the Chinese
firm never aspired to build a motorsport legacy or promote racing culture. Its original
objectives of enhancing image building and recognition were largely satisfied, allowing
NIO to communicate and leverage its motor racing heritage in its present marketing

efforts.

As evidenced in the research, the strategic option of motorsport sponsorship has
historically been neglected by Chinese technology firms, as automobile racing has not
enjoyed the same level of public attention and cultural relevance in the domestic market
compared to other sports. Lenovo constitutes a notable exception to this pattern: after its
early collaboration with high-ranking F1 teams, since 2022 it is part of the
championship’s sponsor roster as a key technology partner. Through this value-in-kind
agreement with the series, Lenovo seizes the opportunity to test a vast range of its most
innovative products in high-stress and extreme conditions, feeding the learnings derived
from the motorsport platform to the research and development department of the company.
This collaboration has realized tangible benefits for Lenovo, such as increases in global
brand awareness and brand preference in the vast racing enthusiast segment. The strong
brand coherence with the F1 platform and its embeddedness with the sport as a supplier

increase the effectiveness of Lenovo’s sponsorship deal. Furthermore, the Chinese firm
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effectively leverages its partnership through both at-circuit activations, which include
corporate hospitality events and technology-driven fan experiences, and off-track
promotional contests. More recently, Lenovo has increased its presence in motor racing
to build a comprehensive marketing ecosystem within the industry, which consists of an
ambassador agreement with a driver to target a strategic market, a presence in grassroots
racing through the establishment of a driver academy and a partnership with a leading

team.

Finally, SenseTime’s partnership with the Sauber F1 Team illustrates key
dynamics of a value-in-kind and commercial agreement between a technology firm and a
racing team. As a relatively unknown company outside of its domestic market, the
Chinese firm turned to F1 to propel its international expansion, which at the time was
being carried out in key markets visited by the championship. The technical alignment
with the Swiss outfit allowed the Chinese firm to implement and test one of its core
products in a high-stress and cutting-edge environment, boosting its credibility and
maximizing the effectiveness of the partnership through strong brand coherence. On the
commercial side, SenseTime leveraged the connection with the first-ever Chinese F1
driver to boost its awareness in the domestic market, though this association was truly
nurtured through on-track and corporate event activations during one out of the three and
a half seasons of sponsorship. Consequently, SenseTime missed out on maximizing the
potential of being endorsed by a rising national icon in the motor racing sector. The lack
of a strong effort to promote the partnership beyond corporate communications and the
disappointing performances and results of the Sauber F1 Team further diluted the

commercial impact of SenseTime’s involvement in the pinnacle of racing.
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