
1

© Ipsos | Beyond the Binary:India’s Unique Automotive Evolution| 
March 2026 | Public

BEYOND THE BINARY
India’s Unique Automotive Evolution

© Ipsos | Beyond the Binary:India’s Unique Automotive 
Evolution| March 2026 | Public



2
© Ipsos | Beyond the Binary:India’s Unique Automotive Evolution| 
March 2026 | Public

THE 
CONVERGENCE 
PROBLEM
India’s automotive industry isn’t just 
evolving—it’s converging. 

Tax reformation, electric mobility awakening, 
software-defined vehicle emergence, 
connected car adoption, and brand identity 
maturation are all happening at once. This 
convergence creates extraordinary 
opportunity—but also extraordinary complexity 
that traditional market models struggle to 
capture.

Conventional wisdom suggests automotive 
markets must choose a dominant technology 
pathway. India is doing the opposite. By 
maintaining viable pathways across compressed 
natural gas (CNG), ethanol blending, hydrogen, 
hybrids, and battery electric vehicles, India has 
created an ecosystem that can adapt to 
whichever technology proves most suitable for 
different use cases, regions, and consumer 
segments.

The numbers are striking: CNG has surged from 
10.8% to 20% market share in just three years. 
Ethanol blending has reached 12% with a 
roadmap to 20% by end-2025. Electric vehicles 
are finding their natural segments in urban 
commuting and last-mile logistics. Hybrids are 
emerging as the pragmatic bridge many 
consumers prefer.

This multi-fuel reality isn’t a temporary phase—
it’s India’s structural advantage. But it also 
means that anyone trying to read this market 
through a single-technology lens will get it 
wrong.

India has created an 
ecosystem that can 
adapt to whichever 
technology proves most 
suitable for different use 
cases, regions, and 
consumer segments.



3
© Ipsos | Beyond the Binary:India’s Unique Automotive Evolution| 
March 2026 | Public

1. The Affordability Paradox 

The Indian consumer presents a fascinating 
contradiction: they want six airbags, connected 
infotainment, over-the-air updates, advanced 
driver assistance, and sustainable powertrains. But 
they want all of this at prices that would be 
considered entry-level in developed markets.

Over the last six years, vehicle prices have 
increased by as much as 70% due to safety 
regulations, Bharat Stage Emission Standards 6 
(BS6) Phase 2 emissions upgrades and rising raw 
material costs—making entry-level vehicles 
unaffordable for a large segment that traditionally 
formed the bedrock of the market. The September 
2025 Goods and Service Tax reforms, reducing tax 
rates from 28% to 18% on cars under 1200cc, 
represent the government’s recognition that 
growth depends on solving this paradox.

The festive season validated this: Navratri (an 
annual Hindu festival) saw a historic 34% year-
over-year surge in auto retail, with an estimated 
470,000 passenger vehicle dispatches—a 17% 
increase.

THREE TENSIONS THAT DEFINE THE 
OPPORTUNITY

The question for OEMs: Who can master “value 
engineering 2.0”—delivering premium experiences 
at mass-market prices? 

CNG’s spectacular growth proves it’s possible: 
consumers embraced it not because it was the 
most advanced option, but because the economics 
genuinely worked. Replicating this across 
segments requires granular understanding of what 
Indian consumers will—and won’t—pay for.

2. The Technology Leapfrog

India is defying the assumption that markets must 
adopt technologies sequentially. Instead, basic 
connectivity, advanced driver assistance, 
software-defined capabilities, and last-mile 
electrification are being adopted simultaneously—
creating a compressed technology timeline that 
challenges traditional development cycles.

Already, 37% of new passenger vehicles in 2024 
are equipped with embedded cellular connectivity 
(a 25% increase). 

Understanding this convergence requires examining the specific tensions that define—and divide—
India's automotive opportunity. Three contradictions stand out as particularly critical for Original 
Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs) to navigate.
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Vehicles like the Mahindra BE 6 and XEV 9e 
feature software-led architectures that evolve 
post-purchase. Advanced Driver Assistance 
System (ADAS)  is moving from luxury 
exclusives to mid-range offerings. 

Partnerships—Tata-BMW on ADAS, Tata Elxsi-
Mercedes-Benz on Research and Development, 
Wipro’s CloudCar AI platform, Qualcomm-Spark 
Minda on AI-driven digital cockpits—are 
accelerating this shift.

3. The Identity Duality

Indian consumers want vehicles that reflect 
national pride—“Made in India” credibility, 
understanding of local conditions, respect for 
Indian design sensibilities. Simultaneously, they 
want global sophistication—world-class quality, 
cutting-edge technology, international 
standards.

Adding to this complexity: the gap between 
need and want. The customer need is a cost-
effective, smart vehicle from a trusted brand. 
The aspiration pulls them towards radical 

designs and tech-first vehicles, which brands 
like Tata and Mahindra are bringing to market in 
record time. Need-based vehicles create the 
mass of sales but want-based vehicles are 
showing maximum growth.

The “Made in India for the World” evolution 
deepens this: international OEMs like Skoda and 
Renault now view India not merely as a market 
to serve, but as a strategic hub for global 
expansion—while geopolitical tensions, 
including US tariffs on cars and SUVs, remind 
the industry that global integration carries risks.

The imperative: The era of stripped-down 
global products for India is definitively over. 
Success requires genuine co-creation—vehicles 
designed with Indian consumers, not just for
them. Mahindra’s brand strategy—Thar, Scorpio, 
and XUV maintaining distinct identities under 
one corporate umbrella—exemplifies the Indian 
customer’s desire to stand out while remaining 
grounded.

The risk for global OEMs: Indian consumers now have visibility into global technology 
offerings through digital channels and increasingly expect simultaneous access. 
OEMs accustomed to sequential rollouts—where India receives technology 2–3 years 
after developed markets—risk losing relevance to competitors willing to bring 
cutting-edge capabilities to India first. The race isn’t about who has the best 
technology. It’s about who can democratize it fastest.
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THE STRATEGIC TAKEAWAY
India’s automotive market has shown there is appetite for good products and rapid adoption of 
technology. But it has also shown that the one-size-fits-all approach is over. 

Global products without adaptation to India’s infrastructure and identity will not cut through. And what 
gains popularity in India may not be a globally accepted technology or powertrain.

The paradoxes at the heart of this market—Affordability versus Aspiration, National pride versus 
Global ambition, Multi-pathway flexibility versus the Need for strategic commitment—cannot be 
navigated on instinct alone. They demand continuous, on-the-ground intelligence: deep consumer 
insight, real-time sentiment tracking, and the analytical frameworks to turn India’s complexity into 
competitive advantage.

OEMs that listen closely to Indian consumers today aren’t just shaping India’s car market identity—they 
could be setting new trends impacting the auto world globally. The question is whether they have the 
right lens to see it.

The paradoxes at the 
heart of this market 
cannot be navigated on 
instinct alone. 
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