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Founded in 2014 by entrepreneur William Li together with Lihong Qin and a team of
executives with backgrounds in internet and automotive platforms, NIO Inc. emerged
during the early acceleration phase of China’s smart electric vehicle (EV) industry. The
company attracted prominent early investors, including Tencent, Baidu, Sequoia Capital,
Temasek, and L.enovo, signaling strong institutional confidence in its technology-driven
positioning (NIO Inc., 2024a).

NIO launched its first mass-produced smart electric vehicle, the ES8, in December 2017
and was listed on the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE: NIO) in September 2018 (NIO
Ine., 2024a). Since then, the company has grown into one of China’s most visible premium
EV manufacturers. According to its 2024 annual results, NIO reported total revenue of
US$9.01 billion (RMB 65.73 billion) and delivered 221,970 vehicles during the year (NIO
Inc., 2025a). As of March 31, 2025, cumulative vehicle deliveries reached 713,658 units
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(NIO Inc., 2025b). These figures illustrate scale growth during a period characterized by
intensifying competition and prolonged pricing pressure in China’s EV market.

NIO positions itself in the premium smart EV segment, competing directly with Tesla and
established global automakers in the high-end category. In addition to vehicle
manufacturing, the company has invested heavily in battery-swap infrastructure, digital
services, and brand-owned community platforms. Internationally, NIO has entered several
European markets, including Norway, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, and Denmark,
extending its integrated vehicle-service model beyond China (NIO Inc., 2024a).

The purpose of this case is to examine NIO’s online community as the central strategic
engine within its broader ecosystem architecture. Rather than arguing-that community
initiatives directly or immediately increase vehicle sales, the case explores whether
community can serve as a long-term strategic infrastructure. Given the substantial capital
investment required to build and sustain NIO’s community ecosystem, can this high-capital
model justify its cost and create competitive advantage?

1. Redefining the Modern Brand: User Base as Strategic Moat

From its inception, NIO positioned itself not as a conventional automobile manufacturer,
but as a “user enterprise.” Shaped by its founders” deep roots in internet entrepreneurship,
the company embedded platform thinking-and user-centric design into its strategic DNA
from the very beginning. Founder William Li described the ambition as creating “a sense of
ownership,” so that a meaningful share of users feel that “the brand is his” (NIO Inc., 2024).

This statement reflects more than aspirational branding; it articulates a structural shift from
product-centered transactions to community-anchored value creation. Instead of
organizing the firm around a discrete transaction (purchase — delivery), NIO designs the
relationship as an ongoing participation cycle (engagement — service — advocacy — co-
creation), anchored-in a brand-owned system of interaction. In this sense, NIO operates less
like a traditional automaker and more like a digitally native platform—where user
participation, not merely product sales, becomes the core unit of strategic value.

Traditional automakers have historically competed through product engineering, dealer
networks, and promotional campaigns designed to drive sales volume. Customer
interaction is typically linear and transaction-focused, concentrated around the point of
purchase and mediated by independent dealerships. As illustrated in Panel A of Figure C-1,
the relationship often ends where the sale is completed, leaving limited continuity of
engagement. NIO departs from this logic. Rather than treating community as a
communications layer surrounding the product, it positions the user at the center and builds
community as strategic infrastructure that spans the entire lifecycle. Panels B and C depict
this shift—from a conversion funnel to an installed user ecosystem and ultimately to a
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participation flywheel. In this model, the user is not the endpoint of a sales process but the
nucleus of an expanding relational network, and the community becomes the operating
environment in which interaction, data, and participation accumulate.

From Conversion Funnel to Installed User Base to Participation Flywheel
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Figure C-1: From Sales Conversion to Installed User Architecture

NIO’s platform therefore includes not only vehicle owners, but also prospective buyers,
electric vehicle enthusiasts, users of its energy services, and participants in its lifestyle
programming. Participation can begin before purchase and continue independently of
ownership. As of September 2023, NIO reported nearly 7 million registered users and more
than 600,000 daily-active users on its app (NIO Inc., 2024a). This community extends
beyond vehicle owners, functioning both as a pre-purchase engagement funnel and a post-
purchase retention platform. The fact that the community outscales the ownership base
reflects. deliberate architectural design: the platform functions as a pre-purchase
engagement environment and long-term relational infrastructure, rather than merely a post-
sale retention tool.

Strategically, the goal is to shift the basis of competition from isolated product features to
accumulated user assets. When technical specifications converge and price competition
intensifies, hardware advantages alone become easier to replicate. NIO instead competes
on the depth of its connected user base and the integration of product, infrastructure, and
participation mechanisms. As users interact within a shared platform, participation
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generates proprietary behavioral data, referral networks, feedback loops, and identity
reinforcement. These connected-user assets compound over time, potentially increasing
switching costs, strengthening control over the customer interface, and reinforcing
ecosystem coherence. In this view, community is not a marketing overlay but a mechanism
for building cumulative strategic assets. Whether and how this architecture translates into
durable economic advantage is examined in the sections that follow.

2. NIO’s Ecosystem for Connected User Experience
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Figure C-2: NIQ’s User-Centered Ecosystem Architecture

Figure C-2 illustrates the conceptual model: a connected and empowered user at the center,
surrounded by coordinated modules including product, community, service, infrastructure,
and data capabilities. Each element serves a specific function, but their value lies in how
they are connected.

Importantly,- this architecture is organized around the user, not around products or
departments. The vehicle acts as a key interaction hub, yet it is only one node within a
broader network. NIO designs the system around the entire user journey—before purchase,
during ownership, and beyond driving. By integrating these touchpoints within a unified,
brand-owned domain, NIO transforms fragmented interactions into a continuous
experience. Engagement becomes cumulative: each interaction generates data, deepens
relationships, and strengthens participation within the ecosystem. The following
components illustrate how this architecture functions in practice:

1) NIO Online Community: Social UX and Gamified Engagement Accessible via the
NIO mobile app, the online community is a vibrant, interactive ecosystem designed to
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foster social connection, lifestyle engagement, and user contribution. It is organized into
five main sections, which reward users for activity and brand contribution.

e "At This Moment": A social feed akin to Tweeter (X) or Instagram, featuring
personalized and location-based posts, user-generated content, lifestyle tips, car
buying guides, and service recommendations—blending community sharing with
brand storytelling.

e "Friends": A hub for user interaction, subdivided into "Conversation" (real-time
chat), "Community" (updates and highlights from the broader online community),
and "Address Book". Every official owner is connected to a dedicated service group
where questions—technical or lifestyle—are answered promptly and
professionally.

o "Activities": Focused on transactions and services, this section allows users to
explore vehicle configurations, book test drives, consult with'NIO advisors, and
browse promotional offerings. Non-owners can also access the popular charging
map, easing range anxiety through real-time power availability.

e "Surprise": A social commerce section tied to/NIO Life, the brand’s lifestyle
platform. Users can pay or redeem NIO Points for original design products—
ranging from home goods and fashion to food and wellness—enhancing daily life
and extending the brand’s emotional reach.

e "Me": The user’s personal dashboard, tracking check-in history, community
engagement, earned badges, and status within the NIO ecosystem. This self-
profiling space deepens immersion and encourages identity building within the
brand world.

Together, these modules turn the NIO app into more than a utility—it's a dynamic, gamified
social experience where users engage not just with a car, but with a brand-led lifestyle.

2) NIO Car and In-Car Experience: NOMI as an Intelligent Companion The smart
vehicle is not merely a means of transportation; it functions as an intelligent terminal that
anchors the.broader user journey. The NIO car is designed as both a high-performance
product and a personalized service hub, where intelligent software, real-time data, and user-
centric design converge. NOMI, NIO's Al-powered in-vehicle assistant, is a leap ahead of
standard voice assistants. It integrates natural language processing, personality-infused
design, and emotional expression (via its digital avatar) to make the car feel like a
companion rather than a machine. NOMI can crack jokes, remember preferences, and even
anticipate needs based on usage patterns, offering a delightful blend of functionality and
charm.

3) NIO Phone: Expanding the UX Canvas In September 2023, NIO introduced the NIO
Phone, marking a significant expansion of its user experience (UX) philosophy beyond the
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vehicle (NIO Inc., 2024a). This smartphone serves as a seamless bridge between the user's
digital life and their NIO vehicle, offering over 30 car-specific functions. These include
unlocking the car—even when the phone is powered off—initiating self-parking, and
transitioning video calls from the phone to the car's infotainment system. The NIO Phone's
integration extends the user relationship from driving moments to a continuous 24/7
engagement, embodying NIO's commitment to a holistic, lifestyle-oriented ecosystem. Its
design and functionality not only provide continuous support but also collect valuable data
to enhance real-time services, aligning with NIO's brand intelligence framework.

4) NIO Power: Addressing Range Anxiety Through Infrastructure Integration
Recognizing that range anxiety remains a critical adoption barrier—particularly for long-
distance travel—NIO has invested heavily in building a proprietary energy network. As of
August 2024, the company had constructed 2,464 Power Swap Stations, including 825
along highways, and deployed 23,969 charging piles across China, placing it among the
most extensive brand-owned charging and swap networks in the.country (NIO Inc., 2024a).
Beyond network scale, NIO integrates battery swapping, valet.charging, scheduled swaps,
and real-time infrastructure visibility into the NIO App,‘embedding energy management
within its unified digital platform. By combining operational convenience with service-
oriented features—many offered free or at preferential rates—NIO transforms charging
from a functional constraint into an integrated.element of the overall user experience,
reinforcing satisfaction, trust, and long-term engagement within its ecosystem.

5) NIO Service: Intelligent, Integrated, and User-First

Unlike traditional human powered service departments, it provides a worry-free experience
through intelligent offerings _such ‘as remote diagnostics via the cloud-based Service
Guardian, 24/7 roadside assistance, and on-demand support through the NIO App—
including valet charging; repair pickup, and maintenance scheduling. By the end of 2023,
NIO operated 288 service centers (including authorized service centers) and 48 delivery
centers worldwide. (NIO Inc., 2024a). NIO’s service model reinforces the brand’s
commitment to-premium, user-first experiences—treating aftersales not as a cost center,
but as a key touchpoint for deepening long-term loyalty.

6) NIO House and Spaces: A “Third Place” Beyond the Showroom

INIO House reimagines the traditional car showroom as a multi-functional “third place”—a
fusion of café, library, gallery, co-working space, and community center designed to
sustain ongoing interaction beyond the point of sale. As of April 30, 2025, NIO operated
approximately 187 NIO Houses worldwide, the majority located in China with a growing
presence in European markets, forming one of the most extensive brand-owned physical
experience networks in the EV industry (NIO Inc., 2025b). Located in the heart of major
cities and often spanning thousands of square meters, these spaces are designed to fully
immerse users in the NIO lifestyle. Users can read, work, host gatherings, or participate in
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events like parenting workshops, book clubs, and art exhibitions. Facilities such as meeting
rooms, screening spaces, and event venues are available to NIO users at preferential rates,
fostering a sense of exclusivity and shared ownership. By positioning its urban spaces as
cultural and social hubs, NIO sets itself apart from the cold, transactional environments of
traditional automakers. The approach aligns more closely with high-touch experiential
brands like Apple, Muji, or premium hospitality groups.

7) NIO Life: Branding a Lifestyle

NIO Life, the lifestyle arm of the brand, creatively curates over 1,000 products acress food,
fashion, and home categories—many of which are developed through collaborations with
independent designers and sometimes the user themselves (NIO Inc., 2024a). Each of the
products is thoughtfully aligned with the lifestyle and purpose of owning a N1O vehicle—
whether it's travel gear for long-distance driving, sustainable goods that echo NIO’s
environmental mission, or fashion items that embody the minimalist elegance of the brand.
This strategy transforms the act of car ownership into a holistic brand experience that
extends into multiple aspects of daily life. While many automakers dabble in merchandise,
NIO treats design and aesthetics as integral to user identity, echoing strategies seen in
Apple or Xiaomi rather than Toyota or BMW.

8) Seamless Integration via NIO App

What ties all these touchpoints together is the seamlessly orchestrated UX through the NIO
App. From pre-purchase inquiries to charging, maintenance, insurance, and lifestyle
services, NIO offers a single digital control center. This unification supports a holistic
brand experience in NIO’s. private digital domain, enabling rich data-driven
personalization. Compared to other automakers that rely on fragmented third-party apps or
dealership systems, NIO’s vertically integrated ecosystem fosters intimacy, control, and
creative expression—hallmarks of future-ready UX.

9) NIO Data Center: The Digital Backbone of Intelligent Operations

NIO’s data infrastructure supports the collection and integration of vehicle, service,
infrastructure, and community data across its ecosystem. Rather than functioning as a
standalone IT system, the data center enables continuous monitoring of driving behavior,
vehicle performance, charging and swap usage, service records, and user engagement
within the app. These data streams inform product improvement, predictive maintenance,
infrastructure planning, and personalized user services. They also support the ongoing
refinement of intelligent driving features and in-car systems. By consolidating operational
and behavioral data within a unified platform, NIO strengthens its ability to coordinate
decisions across product development, service operations, and user experience design—
making data a practical management tool rather than a purely technical asset.
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Viewed individually, each component—the app, intelligent vehicle, charging network,
service system, physical spaces, lifestyle platform, and data center—may appear
incremental. Viewed systemically, however, they form a coordinated architecture designed
to sustain engagement over time. The NIO App connects users to service and charging;
infrastructure links to physical spaces; lifestyle extensions reinforce identity; and the data
backbone integrates activity into personalization and product refinement. Interaction
becomes continuous rather than episodic. As shown in Figure C-3, this configuration
closely aligns with the modular private-domain framework developed in this book, with
NIO’s ecosystem representing a concrete operational instantiation of that logic.

1 1
Nio online P
community

Y * Y

HIl Nio Mobile App
HIl Nio Car
Nio Phone
Car

Show Room
Nio House and Center

Figure C-3: NIO Ecosystem-and Touchpoints

This integrated design clarifies NIO’s strategic orientation. Rather than competing solely
on vehicle performance, NIO competes onthe continuity and depth of user experience. As
participation increases, engagement compounds: habits form, behavioral data accumulates,
switching costs rise, and relational ties deepen. The ecosystem therefore functions not
merely as support infrastructure, but as the primary arena of competition. The following
sections examine how participation is institutionalized within this architecture and how
incentive structures reinforce it over time.

3. Community Building and User Empowerment

Leveraging, its phygital infrastructure, NIO orchestrates a wide spectrum of events and
programs- aligned with users’ values, lifestyles, and aspirations—including personal
growth;. creativity, and social impact. Different from traditional automakers that center
marketing activities around product and brand messaging, NIO places its users at the heart
of the experience. More importantly, NIO doesn’t just engage users—it empowers them to
co-create the brand, blurring the line between customer and collaborator. These initiatives
foster joy, surprise, and a strong sense of belonging, positioning NIO as more than just a car
company—it is a platform for lifestyle, community, and shared purpose. Below are some
examples of user-led community programs:
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* Institutionalized Community Ritual NIO Day

serves as the flagship ritual of the community. The annual event combines product
launches, celebrity performances, and large-scale gatherings—but what
differentiates it is structured user involvement. Users participate in music auditions,
form the NIO Band, perform on stage, and contribute to programming through
advisory groups and steering committees.

This philosophy was symbolically reinforced during NIO’s 2018 IPO, when-12
Founding Edition owners rang the NYSE bell alongside management (NIO Inc.,
2018). Such gestures signal that users are positioned not merely as customers, but as
long-term stakeholders in the brand’s journey.

* Lifestyle Integration Through Shared Mobility NIO extends community into

lived experiences. In 2021, the company organized a-self-driving expedition from
Chengdu to Mount Everest. Seasonal initiatives.such as “NIO Summer” camps
similarly combine travel, outdoor activity, and community bonding.

These programs transform ownership from a transaction into a shared narrative.
Participants generate content, memories, and peer networks within the NIO App,
reinforcing identity-based attachment rather than price-based loyalty.

* User-Led Cultural and. Sports Programming NIO Cup tournaments in

basketball, golf, soccer, and esports are co-designed by users. Advisory groups
determine formats, rules, and rewards, positioning the brand as a platform host
rather than sole content producer.

Cultural initiatives such as the User Gallery and speaker forums (often described as
NIQ’s ‘wversion of TED-style talks) provide space for artistic expression and
intellectual exchange. Instead of centrally manufacturing culture, NIO enables
peer-to-peer participation within a structured framework.

* Social Impact and Shared Purpose Community participation also extends to
public welfare. Programs such as “Clean Park,” disability outreach, and ecological

volunteering enable users to engage in value-aligned social action.

More structurally, NIO established a User Trust Fund in 2018 through the allocation
of 50 million shares by founder William Li (NIO Inc., 2024a). Governed by a user-
elected council, the fund has supported owner assistance programs and disaster
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relief efforts, including responses to the 2021 Zhengzhou floods and the 2022
Mentougou floods. This mechanism embeds shared governance into the company’s
institutional structure.

* Product Co-Creation and Infrastructure Participation User empowerment also

operates within innovation processes. High-participation members join the NIO
Pilot Group, where they provide early feedback on vehicle features, digital
interfaces, and hardware prototypes. This group participated in beta testing the first
NIO smartphone prior to its 2023 commercial release (NIO Inc., 2024).

Users influence infrastructure decisions as well. Through in-app<surveys, they
nominate locations for new Power Swap Stations and, in some.cases, contribute to
visual design. In the lifestyle segment, community members ‘co-design NIO Life
products and appear in official campaigns. These mechanisms institutionalize
feedback loops and co-governance. Rather than relying solely on traditional market
research or brand-driven programming, NIO mobilizes its community as a
distributed innovation and engagement network within its private domain.

Taken together, these initiatives represent more ‘than community engagement programs.
They form a layered participation architecture:

e Symbolic participation (IPO ceremony, NIO Day involvement)

e Program co-design (sports, cultural events, mobility experiences)

¢ Governance mechanisms (User Trust Fund)

e Infrastructure input (swap station location surveys)

e Product co-creation (pilot testing and lifestyle collaboration)\

The shift is structural: users move from passive consumers to active contributors—
participating in experience design, cultural production, infrastructure planning, and product
development. Participation is not episodic; it is institutionalized. Community is therefore
not an external-audience but an embedded component of the operating system.

4. Layered Incentive Architecture: Structuring Participation and Ownership

NIO has developed a structured, multi-layered incentive system designed to align user
participation with long-term ecosystem growth. Rather than relying solely on traditional
loyalty programs, the company differentiates incentives by type—utility rewards,
reputation signals, and governance-linked ownership—each corresponding to a different
depth of engagement. This architecture operates within NIO’s centralized digital platform
and reflects principles of behavioral reinforcement, gamification, and participatory
governance. At the core of the system are three interrelated components: NIO Points, NIO
Growth Value, and the User Trust Fund.
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* NIO Points: Utility-Based Rewards NIO Points function as a practical incentive

layer embedded within the NIO App. Users earn points through everyday actions
such as vehicle purchases, referrals, community participation, content contribution,
and platform engagement. Points can be redeemed for products in the NIO Life
Mall, services at NIO Houses, special driving experiences, and other ecosystem
offerings. They are also transferable within the app, enabling peer-to-peer
circulation. With an internal reference conversion of approximately 10 points = 1
RMB, Points provide tangible economic value while encouraging -habitual
engagement. By linking routine activity to measurable utility,  the system
transforms community participation into economic benefit within' the brand’s
private domain.

* NIO Growth Value: Reputation and Influence NIO Growth Value operates as a
recognition and reputation mechanism. Users earn-Growth Value by organizing
community events, assisting referrals, contributing structured feedback, and
participating in brand programs. Unlike Points, Growth Value cannot be redeemed
for goods; instead, it determines access to privileges such as voting participation,
invitations to major events (e.g., NIO Day);eligibility for pilot groups, and elevated
community status. This layer institutionalizes influence. By making contribution
visible and cumulative, NIO reinforces identity, trust, and long-term involvement.
Growth Value signals commitment and embeds users within the ecosystem’s social
hierarchy.

* Equity Participation: The User Trust Fund Building on the User Trust Fund
introduced earlier, the structure formalizes user participation at an institutional
level. Established through the allocation of 50 million shares by founder William Li
in 2018, the fund is managed by a user-elected council and supports initiatives such
as social. welfare programs, owner assistance, and community development
activities. While individual users do not directly hold tradable shares through this
mechanism, the arrangement symbolically and structurally links community
participation to corporate ownership. This layer extends engagement beyond utility
rewards and reputation signaling into governance alignment, embedding users
within a formal framework that connects brand growth with shared long-term
interests.

Table C-1. NIO Points: Utility-Based Incentive System

How Users Earn NIO Points| How Points Are Used Strategic Role
Vehicle purchases (new or  |[Redeem for products in the |Encourages habitual
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How Users Earn NIO Points

How Points Are Used

Strategic Role

used)

NIO Life Mall

platform engagement

Referrals of new vehicle
buyers

Pay for NIO House services
(food, facilities, events)

Incentivizes customer
acquisition

Daily app check-ins and
platform activity

Apply toward vehicle
service discounts

Converts participation into
economic value

Community content
contribution

Exchange for exclusive
event participation

Reinforces engagement
beyond transactions

Participation in special
programs (e.g., battery-

Transfer to other users
within the app

sharing initiatives)

Circulates value within-the
ecosystem

Table C-2. NIO Growth Value

e: Reputation and Influence System

How Users Earn Growth
Value

How Growth Value Is
Used

Strategic Purpose

Organizing community events

Referrals and purchase
assistance

Participation in brand
programs (e.g., forums, media,
reading groups)

Structured product feedback
and testing

Voting rights in community
decisions

Priority access to major
events (e.g., NIO Day)
Elevated community status
and recognition

Eligibility for pilot groups
and exclusive initiatives

Institutionalizes user voice

Rewards advocacy and
influence

Signals long-term
commitment

Integrates users into product
development

Table C-1 and C-2 summarize the design of the incentive system. Together, these layered
incentives form a multi-layered incentive architecture that aligns utility, reputation, and
governance within a unified participation system.

Utility incentives (Points) drive habitual engagement.
Reputation incentives (Growth Value) reinforce contribution and influence.
Governance-linked equity (Trust Fund) signals long-term alignment of interests.

NIO’s system can be understood as a centrally orchestrated participation architecture. The
company retains control over platform rules and incentive design, yet distributes economic
and symbolic value in ways that encourage users to invest time, identity, and effort into the
ecosystem. By differentiating utility, status, and ownership, NIO creates multiple pathways
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for engagement—from casual participation to deeper co-creation—while motivating users
to remain active within the brand’s private domain. The strategic significance lies in
incentive alignment between the company and the brand.

Although NIO’s system does not rely on blockchain infrastructure, its incentive
architecture reflects principles discussed in Chapter 11 of this book. Web3, as
conceptualized there, is defined less by distributed ledger technology than by a structural
shift in how value, participation, and ownership are organized between firms and users: At
its core, this logic emphasizes rebuilding direct relationships, aligning incentives;. and
enabling users to accumulate economic, social, and data value within a shared ecosystem.
Viewed through this lens, NIO’s layered design—combining utility rewards, reputation
systems, and governance-linked equity—can be interpreted as Web3<inspired in spirit
rather than in technology. While operational control remains centralized, engagement is
structured so that users function not merely as customers but as contributors whose effort,
loyalty, and identity generate recognized value within the brand’s private domain. The
significance lies not in decentralization as infrastructure, but in.incentive design as strategic
architecture.

5. When Users Act Like Partners: How Empowerment Converts into Organic Growth

NIO’s community strategy does not end at engagement. It converts participation into
observable partnership behavior. Through-structured empowerment, users move beyond
passive consumption and begin acting as advocates, contributors, and brand stewards. This
behavioral shift forms the foundation of NIO’s organic growth engine. The following
patterns illustrate how empowerment translates into action:

e User-Led Advocacy and Brand Promeotion During financially challenging
periods, particularly in 2019, groups of NIO users organized grassroots promotional
efforts across multiple cities, voluntarily funding advertisements, distributing
informational materials, and publicly defending the brand. Some users publicly
expressed support, including purchasing shares. These actions were not corporate
directives; they emerged organically from strong identification with the brand.

. Volunteer-Based Brand Representation At auto shows and brand events, NIO
owners frequently serve as trained volunteers—welcoming visitors, explaining
vehicle features, and sharing personal ownership experiences. Peer explanations
often carry higher credibility than corporate messaging.

e Peer-Led Test Drives and Community Outreach Many users host informal test
drives, neighborhood Q&A sessions, and community booths. These peer-to-peer
interactions provide experiential validation that traditional advertising cannot
replicate.
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¢ Creative and Cultural Co-Creation Users contribute to the brand’s cultural
identity by designing merchandise, producing original music for NIO Day, and
creating lifestyle content adopted into product offerings on the official NIO Life
site. Rather than merely consuming brand culture, they help construct it.

¢  Mutual Aid and Social Mobilization During emergencies and extreme weather
events, users have organized mutual charging support networks and crowdfunding
efforts for disaster relief under the NIO banner. These actions reflect collective
identity rather than transactional loyalty.

e User-Driven Product and Infrastructure Input Through the NIO App. and
structured pilot programs, users provide technical feedback, test newfeatures
(including early smartphone trials), and influence infrastructure decisions such as
Power Swap Station placement. Many suggestions are incorporated-into product
iterations, embedding community intelligence into R&D cycles.

Taken together, these behaviors signal a transition from. conventional customer
engagement to stakeholder-like participation embedded within the firm’s operating system.
Users are not merely expressing loyalty; they are contributing labor, ideas, advocacy, and
in some cases governance input that shapes the brand’s evolution. What distinguishes this
model is not enthusiasm alone, but institutional design. The partnership behaviors observed
—peer promotion, co-creation, infrastructure. input, and mutual aid—emerge from
structured participation mechanisms rather than-episodic campaigns.

6. Community Investment: ROI and Strategic Trade-Offs

Community engagement, by -itself, does not create financial value. It becomes
economically meaningful only when it improves core operating metrics—such as customer
acquisition cost, asset utilization, and lifetime value—relative to the capital invested in
infrastructure and platform development. The strategic issue is therefore not the scale of
participation, but its.-measurable impact on the bottom line. This distinction is particularly
important in a highly competitive EV market marked by sustained pricing pressure and
margin compression, where emotional affiliation alone cannot ensure profitability.

The model is capital intensive. NIO has invested heavily in battery swap infrastructure,
NIO Houses in prime urban locations, service networks, loyalty incentives, and digital
platform development. These investments raise fixed costs and increase capital intensity. If
utilization, referral conversion, or retention benefits fail to materialize, such assets risk
becoming structural overhead rather than competitive advantage. The relevant question is
not whether the community exists, but whether it generates economic returns
commensurate with the capital required to sustain it.

The answer to this question requires a shift in strategic thinking appropriate for the digital
age. Competitive advantage no longer rests on the product alone; it increasingly resides in
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the installed user base and the proprietary data that firms accumulate over time. As a result,
traditional public-domain marketing logic—where ROI is evaluated through short-term
indicators such as impressions, clicks, and conversions—may not be appropriate for
assessing a community-centered model. A community-based strategy demands a broader
evaluative lens. Its economic contribution should be measured not merely by campaign-
level performance, but by its ability to substitute for external marketing costs, expand
revenue through lifetime engagement, and accumulate strategic assets—such as data;
network effects, and switching costs—that compound over time.

* Cost Substitution: Acquisition Efficiency Cost Substitution: Acquisition
Efficiency Traditional automotive growth relies heavily on paid advertising, dealer
promotions, and third-party digital platforms. NIO's community: model seeks to
substitute part of this spending with referral-based acquisition and peer advocacy.
In Q1 2020, management disclosed that approximately 69% of new vehicle orders
were associated with user referrals (NIO Inc., 2020). While this figure reflects an
early growth phase and may fluctuate over time, it illustrates the potential
magnitude of organic acquisition.

* Revenue Expansion: Lifetime Value and Ecosystem Monetization Community
participation may increase lifetime value by strengthening retention, repurchase
rates, and cross-category monetization. Engaged users are more likely to subscribe
to software features, utilize charging and swap services, and purchase products
through NIO Life. Because NIO operates as an integrated ecosystem, participation
expands monetization opportunities beyond the initial vehicle sale. Identity-based
attachment can also increase switching costs, reinforcing revenue durability. While
vehicle sales remain the dominant revenue stream, the ecosystem structure creates
optionality for expanding service- and platform-based income over time.

» Strategic Asset Accumulation: Installed Base, Data, and Ecosystem
Integration In durable goods such as vehicles, value increasingly extends beyond
the initial sale into ongoing interaction across the product lifecycle. As NIO’s
installed user base grows, recurring touchpoints—software updates, charging
usage, service appointments, app engagement, community participation, and
connected devices—generate proprietary behavioral data within a controlled digital
domain. This integrated data informs product refinement, predictive maintenance,
infrastructure planning, demand forecasting, and personalized services. Over time,
these feedback loops are designed to strengthen the firm’s brand intelligence—the
capability to translate user behavior into continuous product and service
improvement.

More fundamentally, when community participation, ecosystem integration, and user scale
reinforce one another, the model moves beyond efficiency gains toward structural
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advantage. As the installed base expands, the linkage between intelligent vehicles,
connected software systems, charging infrastructure, physical spaces, and lifestyle
extensions creates interdependencies that are difficult to replicate piecemeal. As users
adopt multiple components of the ecosystem, their engagement becomes embedded across
products and services, increasing switching costs beyond simple price comparison. At the
same time, improvements in intelligent features, service responsiveness, and personalized
experiences enhance perceived product quality—making the ecosystem not only a
retention mechanism but also an acquisition driver. In this way, the installed base functions
as both a learning engine and a signaling device: it continuously upgrades intelligent
products and services while attracting new users who value an integrated; evolving
experience. Under sustained product competitiveness and cost discipline, the combination
of installed users, accumulated data, and ecosystem integration can evolve from marketing
differentiation into a defensible moat.

In practice, the financial impact of community engagement depends on three measurable
drivers:

* Acquisition efficiency — whether peer advocacy lowers marginal CAC;

» Asset utilization — whether engaged users increase usage of infrastructure and
services;

* Lifetime value expansion —  whether participation strengthens retention,
repurchase behavior, and service attachment.

It is therefore essential to distingtish strategic architecture from current financial
outcomes. NIO remains loss-making at the corporate level, reflecting the capital intensity
of vehicle manufacturing, energy infrastructure, and geographic expansion. Community
does not guarantee profitability; it amplifies underlying economics. When product
competitiveness, cost diseipline, and utilization align, community can enhance resilience
and long-term advantage. When they do not, ecosystem investment alone cannot offset
structural losses. ‘This constraint is particularly visible in periods of intensified price
competition. in-' China’s EV market, where margin compression shifts competitive
advantage back to cost efficiency and product value.

7.°Key Learnings from NIO: Redefining the Modern Brands

NIO’s experiment suggests that brands capable of transforming customers into participants
—and participants into partners—can construct ecosystems that grow from within.
Whether such models ultimately deliver superior long-term financial performance depends
not on enthusiasm alone, but on disciplined execution, cost structure, and sustained product
competitiveness. Community can amplify advantage; it cannot substitute for fundamentals.
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NIO’s strategy is not universally replicable. Community-centered ecosystems are most
viable in categories characterized by high customer lifetime value, identity expression,
recurring interaction, and technological integration. Premium mobility, consumer
electronics, fitness platforms, gaming ecosystems, financial services, education platforms,
and lifestyle-oriented brands may be well suited. The strategic lessons from NIO should
therefore be interpreted as principles of alignment rather than templates for imitation.

1. Begin the Relationship After the Transaction NIO reframes purchase as the start
of a long-term relationship. Through digital platforms, service integration, lifestyle
programming, and structured feedback loops, ownership becomes an-ongoing
journey rather than a completed sale. For brands with durable products or
subscription potential, post-purchase engagement may represent - the most
underleveraged growth opportunity. The key is not increased 'messaging, but
system design—creating recurring, meaningful touchpoints’ within a private-
domain environment.

2. Build Identity Beyond the Core Product Through NIO Life and curated
experiences, the brand extends into daily routines and identity expression.
Customers participate in a lifestyle, not just a product category. Brands whose
offerings intersect with aspiration, performance, creativity, or sustainability can
construct similar identity layers. However, lifestyle extension must reinforce
product purpose. Without coherence; expansion dilutes rather than strengthens
brand equity.

3. Design an Integrated, Owned Ecosystem NIO’s advantage lies in architectural
integration. Digital platforms, physical spaces, infrastructure, and incentive
systems operate within aunified, brand-controlled domain. This integration enables
the accumulation of proprietary behavioral data and coordinated user experience
across touchpoints. In an era of rising digital advertising costs and platform
dependency, ownership of the customer interface becomes strategically critical. A
controlled.ecosystem transforms interaction into a compounding asset rather than a
rented opportunity.

4. Align Incentives Across Utility, Reputation, and Governance NIO’s layered
incentive architecture—utility rewards (Points), reputation signaling (Growth
Value), and governance-linked equity (Trust Fund)—demonstrates that
engagement can be structured across economic, social, and institutional
dimensions. Brands seeking similar outcomes need not replicate equity
mechanisms. However, balancing transactional rewards with recognition,
influence, and voice can deepen commitment. Incentive design, rather than
promotional spending, becomes the central lever.

5. Institutionalize Co-Creation From product feedback and pilot testing to event
planning and infrastructure input, NIO embeds users into operational processes.
Participation is structured rather than symbolic. Inviting users into innovation
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cycles can unlock distributed creativity and strengthen trust—but it requires
governance discipline and clear boundaries.

6. Implement Web3-Inspired Incentives With its multi-layered system of Points,
Growth Value, and Equity, NIO introduces a decentralized, user-led loyalty model that
aligns the interests of the user and the brand with real and symbolic rewards.

However, community is not a substitute for operational excellence. Ecosystem strategies
require strong product fundamentals, disciplined cost management, and sufficient scale,
Without these conditions, infrastructure and incentive investments can magnify finaneial
strain rather than create leverage.

The broader implication extends beyond automotive. As digital technologies increasingly
enable continuous interaction, personalization, and data intelligence, competitive
advantage may shift from “who sells more units” to “who builds the most adaptive and self-
reinforcing user system.” The brands that endure may not be those that simply transact
efficiently, but those that design ecosystems in which users-connect, contribute, and co-
evolve over time. In this sense, community engagement becomes more than a marketing
instrument—it represents a strategic foundation for amore distributed, participatory model
of value creation in an increasingly decentralized digital environment.
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changed since the.date of publication; readers are advised to verify current facts
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