
Today, that foundation is groaning
under the weight of a revolution, and
the tremors aren't coming from Detroit
or Stuttgart. They're coming from
Shenzhen.

The electric vehicle isn't just a new
chapter; it's a completely different book.
The upstarts storming the gates aren't
just building electric cars; they're
building entirely new kinds of
businesses. While the old guard is stuck
wrestling with its own legacy, these
hyper-agile disruptors are busy
engineering the future at a terrifying
pace.

The ghost in the machine
The roadblock for traditional carmakers
isn't a lack of engineering talent; it's the
ghost in their machine. It’s the dead
weight of organisational inertia, a
culture so steeped in perfecting
hardware that software is still treated
like a pesky afterthought. 

For anyone who's ever tried to buy,
finance, and then service a car, these
companies are a living, breathing case
study in Conway’s Law. The customer
journey is a fractured mess. 

The challengers? They started with a

blank sheet of paper, building their
entire company around the customer,
and it shows.

This tech-driven sea change has also
reset the rules of brand loyalty. Decades
of trust, painstakingly earned over
millions of miles of reliable engineering,
now count for surprisingly little. 

It’s the Nokia story all over again; a once-
unbeatable brand suddenly looking like
a relic.This inertia has created a strategic
nightmare. Carmakers are fighting a war
on two fronts, trying to fund a cash-
haemorrhaging EV future with the
profits from a declining, if still profitable,
ICE present. 

They're caught in a strategic pincer
movement: the past is paying the bills,
but the future is eating their lunch. It’s
the story of Blockbuster video and
countless others.

The promised land
Picture a different world. One where
your car actually gets better after you've
bought it, with new features and
performance tweaks beamed down
from the cloud. A world where the
relationship with the brand isn't a one-
off haggle on a forecourt, but an
ongoing conversation. 

Getting there is going to take more than
just swapping out petrol tanks for
battery packs. It demands a radical, top-
to-bottom reinvention. The blueprint for
survival has five, non-negotiable pillars:

1
Blow up the org chart: Break the
inertia. Carve out a separate, truly
empowered EV business unit. Put a
ring-fence around it and protect that
fledgling startup from the corporate
antibodies.

2
Embrace the software-defined
vehicle: The company’s identity has to

shift from metal-basher to tech provider.
In-house software and slick, over-the-air
updates are the new currency.

3
Re-architect the supply chain: The old,
tiered model is too slow and rigid. It’s
time for strategic vertical integration. If
you don't control the batteries, motors,
and software, you don't control your
destiny.

4
Get agile, or die trying: The ponderous,
seven-year development cycle is a relic.
It’s time to adopt the rapid, iterative
rhythms of Silicon Valley.

5
Own the customer: The traditional
dealership model is broken. A more
direct-to-consumer approach is the only
way to own the relationship and the
invaluable data that comes with it.

On the last point, it’s clear auto
industry’s shift to an agency model is
hitting a wall. The reason is simple: it
forces carmakers to carry the massive
financial and logistical weight of their
entire inventory. They are now on the
hook for billions in capital and the risk of
depreciation – problems their dealers
used to handle. On top of that, the
headache of managing a national
vehicle stock, from storage to shipping,
has proven immense.

But these are problems with the
execution, not the strategy. The goal of
owning the customer relationship, and
all the valuable data that comes with it,
is still the only real path forward.

The time for tinkering is over. It's difficult
to tear down a winning formula that has
worked for the better part of a century.
But the choice facing the giants of the
20th century is now existential:
dismantle the old empire to build the
new one or become a magnificent 
case study for future business 
students. 

For the better part of a century, the automotive world ran on a simple, unshakeable
truth: build a better engine, a slicker gearbox, a more comfortable ride. The titans
of the industry were masters of mechanical wizardry, their empires forged in the
heat and noise of the internal combustion engine. 

Can legacy auto dismantle
the engine to save the car?
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I started believing in AVs when I saw
how software could transform vehicle
architectures. I then looked at sensors
deployed in phones and other
technologies [during early stints at
firms such as Tesla and Amazon-
owned robo-taxi firm Zoox] and
learned how they allowed autonomous
vehicles to ‘see’ the world more
broadly than humans can. And then I
saw how AI could be integrated into
those vehicles to make magic happen. 

Today’s challenges
There are currently two challenges in
AV development. First, it’s large
companies trying to grapple with this
huge disruption. Second, it’s consumer
confidence. I travel around the world
and talk to consumers in different
markets who say, "this will never make
sense in my city".

Regulators too think about safety and
what this could do to their city. City,
state and federal legislators are trying
to do the right thing, but fear this huge
change, even though AVs are way safer
– in the US, we still have 40,000 deaths
a year that could be avoided by using
AVs. That education takes a long time.

Generational shift
There’s been a huge generational shift

in interest in getting a driver’s licence
and driving. Young people today spend
their time differently – many are on
mobile phones or listening to music.
It’s not this rite of passage of “I got my
driver’s licence and now I’m
independent.” Young people now have
many other options for getting out of
the house. I think the car as a symbol of
freedom has waned a bit.

I had to beg my children to get their
driver’s licenses. In the 1980s, between
80 and 90 percent of 18-year-olds had
driver’s licenses. Today, it’s closer to 50
percent. That’s a huge change. 

Transforming business models
Business models need to change too.
The whole industry has tried to move
from just hardware and manufacturing
– which requires a lot of scale to get
costs own – to adding more software
and services. Will we get to the
software-defined vehicle? We’ve
certainly seen that happen in China
and with a lot of the new innovators. 
Automakers are thinking about the
question of new business models,
especially with regard to AI. They’re
asking, ‘is my data valuable? Can I
monetise that data? What will AI allow
me to do? What are the new business
models in and around the vehicle that
are going to be exciting?”

Tesla, for example, looked at what else
do consumers want: they want easy
and fast charging. They want to be
abler to charge at home. They care
about energy storage and clean energy
for their vehicle. There are a number of
different opportunities – in China, you
see battery-swapping technologies. 

Speaking of China, there were many
new entrants and a very supportive
government encouraging innovation in
the automotive sector. It had deep
manufacturing expertise because the
mobile phone industry was. But China
had an advantage, as it had not
traditionally been a huge automotive
powerhouse. Chinese AV companies

were able to start with a blank sheet of
paper, much like Tesla, Lucid and
Rivian were able to do with EVs in the
US.

Autonomous vehicles
On the SAE scale of automotive
vehicles, from Level 0 zero autonomy to
Level 5 fully autonomous, L4 doesn’t
make as much sense in a passenger-
owned vehicle. If you want to drive on
weekend but want autonomous
during the week, I think the L2++ safety
features, such as lane keeping and
accident avoidance, make sense. 
True AVs are expensive. If you really
want a safe AV, you’re getting into
expensive sensors and lidar. The bill of
materials makes it difficult to justify
costs for vehicles sold to individuals. 

It’s great when they’re used all day
long, and the robo-taxi use case
ensures higher utilisation. Individuals
use their vehicles to get to work, get
home, maybe drive on weekends, but
the vehicles are just sitting there for
much of the day. 

Today, AI is enabling a lot. The speed of
AI adoption and integration is amazing.
With autonomy, you need the sensors,
perception and AI to push it forward
rapidly. The software has to be fantastic
for safety and other use cases. 

I remember riding in one of the first
Waymo prototypes with [Waymo
cofounder] Sebastian Thrun. It was
going through a very fast obstacle
course, and I was screaming, thinking it
was so exciting. 

Maybe there are opportunities for new
experiences in the AVs of the future.
But simply being able to make a great
phone call, not worry about the safety
of the vehicle, and have personal time
or time with friends is going to be
excellent.

Laurie Yoler was speaking at the
McKinsey conference in California’s
Carmel Valley

The autonomous vehicle (AV) sector is in a transitional phase. While companies
such as Waymo are operating self-driving vehicles in a few cities, and firms such
as Tesla are popularising the idea of ‘full self driving’, fully autonomous vehicles
remain far from mainstream. 

Autonomous tech: can it
really save lives? 

By Ed Freed
Global transformation officer
at precision marketing
agency RAPP 

This tech-driven sea
change has reset the
rules of brand loyalty.
Decades of trust now
count for surprisingly
little “

By Laurie Yoler
Tech investor

Young people now
have many other
options for getting out
of the house. I think
the car as a symbol of
freedom has waned “
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