Open Access Article. Published on 20 maggio 2025. Downloaded on 02/04/2026 13:52:57.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Energy &

Environmental

Science

¥® ROYAL SOCIETY
PP OF CHEMISTRY

View Article Online

View Journal | View Issue

’ '.) Check for updates ‘

Cite this: Energy Environ. Sci.,
2025, 18, 6117

Received 16th January 2025,
Accepted 9th May 2025

DOI: 10.1039/d5ee00301f

rsc.li/ees

Broader context

The geostrategic race for leadership in future
electric vehicle battery technologiest
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Global leadership in electric vehicle battery technologies has become a critical geopolitical issue. This
study analyzes a dataset of 32572 patent families across six promising future battery technologies, along
with policy documents, to assess the dynamics of geostrategic competition and regional positioning.
While China leads in the number of patents across all six technologies, global leadership in patent quality
varies, reflecting differences in regional policies and their effectiveness. Specifically, the findings reveal
diverging competitive dynamics between high-energy lithium-based technologies (e.g., lithium solid-
state batteries) and low-cost non-lithium-based technologies (e.g., sodium-ion batteries). This suggests
a need to reassess competitiveness strategies, particularly in Western regions, which currently focus on
developing domestic markets for established lithium-ion battery technologies and gaining more control
over today's battery supply chains. In contrast, policies in China, Japan, and South Korea prioritize
investment in the future battery patent landscape, where these regions already account for nearly 85%
of global patents. This highlights a growing global innovation imbalance. Moreover, there is a risk that
this innovation gap will continue to widen due to increasing disparities in technological capabilities,
potentially jeopardizing geostrategic autonomy for some regions. Tailored policies and targeted
investments in Europe and the United States are essential to achieve competitive positioning, enhance
technological autonomy, and meet climate neutrality goals.

Achieving a sustainable and equitable energy future is a key challenge of the 21st century, with battery technologies serving as a cornerstone for decarbonizing

transport, energy storage, and broader industrial systems. As global economies shift toward electrification, technological innovation in this domain has

become a critical driver of both environmental progress and economic competitiveness. However, the distribution of innovation capabilities is increasingly

uneven, influenced by geopolitical dynamics, resource availability, and regional policy frameworks. Addressing this imbalance is essential to fostering global

cooperation, reducing supply chain vulnerabilities, and accelerating the pace of innovation needed to meet ambitious climate goals. Studies exploring the

interplay between technological leadership, policy strategies, and innovation outcomes provide valuable insights into how regions can navigate these

challenges and harness emerging opportunities. This study advances this research by systematically linking patent data with policy insights to provide a novel

framework for understanding geostrategic competition in future battery innovation. By focusing on future technologies beyond conventional lithium-ion

systems, it offers actionable perspectives to guide policymakers, industry stakeholders, and researchers in advancing energy transitions and mitigating global

disparities. It also underscores the broader implications for achieving energy equity, economic resilience, and environmental sustainability on a global scale.
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Electric vehicles (EVs) are critical for decarbonizing the
transport sector and mitigating climate change.'” Global EV
adoption is accelerating.”® For example, global sales of battery
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mately 11 million in 2024, though with stark regional differ-
ences—China’s market is booming with over 7 million BEVs
sold in 2024 (+12%), while Europe experienced a decline to
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varying national priorities and regulatory approaches to
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transport electrification, highlighting the complex interplay of
technological, economic, and policy factors shaping the global
EV landscape.

Lithium-ion batteries (LIBs) are currently the most common
battery technology used in EVs.'®"> Their superior gravimetric
and volumetric energy densities, compared to traditional tech-
nologies like lead-acid or nickel-metal hydride batteries, enable
lightweight, compact designs that maximize efficiency, range,
and reliability."® However, LIBs still face several challenges,
including the need for even higher energy density to further
extend EV ranges, degradation over multiple charge-discharge
cycles, safety risks from flammable liquid electrolytes, and
supply chain vulnerabilities for critical raw materials such as
lithium, cobalt, nickel, and graphite.**°*3172° while the cost
of EV LIB packs has declined substantially—by approximately
90% over the last 15 years,”! with cost-effective chemistries
such as LFP reaching $60 per kW h at the cell level*>—the rate
of cost reduction has recently slowed. Raw material price
volatility, particularly for lithium, remains a challenge as
demand outpaces supply.’’ This is not due to a shortage of
global lithium reserves—currently estimated at 115 million
tons>>—but rather to the high geographical concentration of
production, long lead times for new mining projects, declining
resource quality in some regions, and associated environmen-
tal and social concerns.>* Moreover, China controls large parts
of today’s LIB supply chain, while the European Union (EU), the
United States (US), and other regions aim to reduce their
reliance on Chinese batteries and battery materials.>>*°

The race is on to develop future battery technologies that
enable longer ranges, lower costs, faster charging times, and
greater safety.""">*”! Beyond technical improvements, achieving
a dominant position in these technologies offers the opportunity
to shape future battery supply chains and enhance countries’
strategic autonomy.”>** As a result, several governments have
introduced technology competitiveness strategies to build domes-
tic capacity in future battery technologies (Supplementary Note S1,
ESIt). For example, the United States—through its National Blue-
print for Lithium Batteries®® and the Inflation Reduction Act®
—and the EU—through its Strategic Action Plan on Batteries®®
and the European Green Deal®’—aim to develop their domestic
battery markets and reduce dependence on foreign suppliers.
Meanwhile, building on its success in LIBs, China aims to further
strengthen domestic battery research and development (R&D)
through its National Key R&D Programmes.>®

To achieve their goals for future battery technologies, several
governments are also providing substantial public funding to
fuel innovation. For instance, South Korea plans to invest
150 billion won (US$15.1 billion) in the development of future
battery technologies by 2030.%° Additionally, several alliances
and networks have emerged to support battery R&D, such as
Japan’s collaborative innovation partnership LIBTEC, which
currently includes 39 companies.* However, differences in
competitiveness strategies and technological capabilities are
putting regions on distinct trajectories and positioning them
differently in the ongoing global technology race. Although the
corporate sector can innovate without government incentives,
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companies often align with government innovation policies, as
these provide critical frameworks and incentives for R&D
investment. A case in point is the Inflation Reduction Act: in
the first two years since its enactment, US corporate and con-
sumer investment in clean technologies totaled $493 billion—a
71% increase compared to the two years prior, according to the
Clean Investment Monitor.*"

In this article, we analyze patents and policy documents to
provide insights into the geostrategic race for leadership in future
battery technologies. Patents are widely recognized as indicators
of R&D activity and technological competitiveness,*>** offering
valuable insights into emerging technologies and innovation
performance.**™*° Their analysis can uncover latent patterns that
inform policymaking and strategic R&D efforts.>* > However,
patent practices vary across sectors and countries due to differ-
ences in examination procedures, enforcement of rights,> and the
use of alternative protection mechanisms such as trade secrets or
utility models.>* While patents cover approximately 80% of the
world’s technical innovation data,” relying solely on patent counts
has inherent limitations. To address this, we integrate both patent
quantity and quality to provide a more nuanced and holistic
assessment of global leadership in battery technologies.

Complementing the patent analysis with an examination of
technology competitiveness strategies reveals government prio-
rities and approaches to gaining an edge in specific technolo-
gies. This study is the first to combine patent and policy
perspectives to explore geostrategic competition in future battery
technologies (literature review in Supplementary Note S2, ESIT),
offering a novel approach that connects technological innova-
tion with governmental strategies for competitive advantage. By
synthesizing these perspectives, we assess regional positions and
trajectories, providing a comprehensive view of strategic posi-
tioning, innovation activities, technological trends, government
support, and objectives in future battery technologies.

Methods and data

Identifying relevant future battery technologies

We conducted a qualitative analysis of academic literature and
policy documents from the leading EV markets—Europe, China,
and the United States—for approximately 95% of global EV sales
in 2023.% This analysis was supported by expert consultations
from both industry and academia (Supplementary Note S3 and
Table S4, ESIt). Through this process, we identified six key
future battery technologies (Supplementary Note S3 and Fig.
S1, ESIt). These were then categorized into two groups: lithium-
based high-energy technologies (next-generation LIBs (Next-Gen
LIBs), lithium solid-state batteries (Li-SSBs), lithium-sulfur bat-
teries (Li-S batteries), and lithium-air batteries (Li-air batteries))
and non-lithium-based low-cost technologies (sodium-ion bat-
teries (SIBs) and new metal-ion batteries (NMIBs)).>>>” While
batteries can also be used in aviation and maritime applications,
this study focuses exclusively on road transportation.’®

For benchmarking purposes, we also included two state-of-
the-art LIB technologies: lithium nickel manganese cobalt

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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oxide (NMC)-based LIBs (high-energy) and lithium iron phos-
phate (LFP)-based LIBs (low-cost). Given the broad range of LIB
chemistries, we focus on NMC and LFP cathodes, as they are
the most commercially prevalent materials for high-energy and
low-cost applications, respectively.'® This selection enables
meaningful cross-regional comparisons. Although other cathode
chemistries exist (e.g., lithium nickel cobalt aluminum oxide
(NCA), lithium manganese oxide (LMO), lithium cobalt oxide
(LCO)), our focused approach minimizes potential bias by
enabling complete dataset generation for each selected chemis-
try and the application of consistent evaluation criteria across all
regions. This strategy allows for more precise analysis of regional
innovation patterns within equivalent technology segments. We
focused on five regions: China (CN), Europe (including the EU
and United Kingdom (UK)), Japan (JP), South Korea (KR), and the
United States, which together account for 98% of total patenting
activity in future battery technologies.

Data collection

We retrieved patent data from Clarivate’s Derwent Innovations
Index, using a combination of keywords and Cooperative Patent
Classification codes (Supplementary Note S3 and Table S3,
ESIt). This yielded 32 572 Derwent World Patent Index (DWPI)
patent families related to the six future battery technologies
and 17587 patent families for the two state-of-the-art LIB
technologies, as of March 20, 2025 (Supplementary Note 3
and Fig. S1, ESIt). For the state-of-the-art LIBs, we targeted
patents specific to either LFP-based or NMC-based technolo-
gies, excluding patents referencing multiple cathode chemis-
tries (Supplementary Note 3 and Table S3, ESIt). This ensured a
clear distinction between LFP (low-cost EVs) and NMC (high-
energy EVs).

Patent data were collected at the DWPI family level, which
consolidates all international filings associated with the same
technical invention.* This approach ensures that a single
invention filed in multiple jurisdictions is counted only once,
reducing duplication across regions. A patent family consists of
patents filed in various patent offices that share a common
priority application, including continuations or divisional
filings.>® While a patent granted in one jurisdiction does not
automatically confer protection elsewhere, international trea-
ties such as the Patent Cooperation Treaty (PCT) help stream-
line the filing process. Patent examiners typically consider prior
art from other jurisdictions, reducing the likelihood of the
same invention being granted multiple times. Prior to analysis,
the dataset was pre-processed to remove duplicates, utility
models, and design patents. Patent families were then assigned
to one of the five regions based on the country code of the
institution listed as the first patent assignee.

Assessing regional patent portfolio competitiveness

This study defines patent quantity as the z-score of the absolute
number of patent families in each region r for a specific battery
technology b, calculated across all five analyzed regions for
that technology. A negative z-score indicates below-average

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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performance, while a positive z-score indicates above-average
performance within the context of the respective technology.

In addition to patent quantity, patent quality is a crucial metric
for evaluating technological innovation. Patent quality is influ-
enced by several factors, including innovativeness, technological
relevance, patenting success, and technological breadth.*>°*

Several composite Patent Quality Indices (PQIs) have been
proposed in the literature, notably by Lanjouw and Schanker-
man (2004).°> These PQIs typically combine metrics such as
forward citations, patent family size, number of claims, and
generality (Supplementary Note S4a, ESIT).°® While these estab-
lished indices have contributed substantially to patent quality
assessment, they present specific limitations when applied to
cross-country comparisons—the focus of this study—and thus
require methodological adaptations:

(1) Existing PQIs often rely on a narrow set of dimensions®®
and omit key indicators such as the international reach of a
patent portfolio. For instance, patent family size may reflect
filings in the same country or across multiple countries, with-
out indicating global reach—an essential consideration for
country-level comparison.

(2) As emphasized by Higham et al. (2021),
backward citations and the number of claims are often shaped
by applicants’ legal strategies rather than the intrinsic quality
of inventions.®®*””° Such legal and institutional differences are
particularly relevant in country-level analyses, where they may
reflect systematic distinctions between national innovation
systems rather than true differences in patent quality.

(3) Forward citation counts are influenced by both the age of
a patent (older patents have more time to accumulate citations)
and by citation practices at different patent offices.®® These
variations can distort cross-regional comparisons if not prop-
erly normalized.

To address these issues, we adapted—rather than funda-
mentally redesigned—existing PQIs by integrating six established
patent quality indicators.”>*>°*®* This modified approach
enables meaningful cross-national comparisons while accounting
for systematic differences between patent systems. All indicators
were z-standardized to ensure comparability regardless of scale
or unit.

The final PQI, ;, score for each region r and battery technol-
ogy b is the mean of these z-standardized indicators, as shown
in eqn (1), and was used to interpret patent quality:

7 metrics like

1 n
PQI,, = HZ Xirp, withn =6 (number of quality indicators)
=1

(1)

where X;,,, (with r = region, and b = battery technology)
represents the z-standardized value of the following six quality
indicators:

1. Technological relevance (TR, ,): measures the global for-
ward citation impact of a region’s patent portfolio for a given
technology, normalized by publication year and citation beha-
vior of the filing patent office.
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2. Technological scope (TS,p): reflects the diversity of a
region’s patent portfolio, based on the average number of
4-digit IPC subclasses per patent family.

3. Grant rate (GR,p): the share of granted patents within a
region’s portfolio for a given technology.

4. Innovation density (ID,,): number of patent families per
patenting organization, indicating concentration of innovation
activity.

5. Internationalization (FPFR,): the average proportion of
foreign patents within patent families, reflecting the interna-
tional reach of patent protection.

6. Innovativeness (I ,): measured via eigenvector centrality
in a forward citation network, indicating the influence of a
region’s patents.

A detailed explanation of the calculation methods for each
indicator is provided in Supplementary Note S4b (ESIt).

Dynamic analysis of regional patent portfolio competitiveness

For the dynamic analysis of patent quantity and quality, we
divided the dataset into two time periods: pre-2015 and post-
2015. This division reflects a pivotal moment in the battery
industry marked by a growing emphasis on sustainability and
increased exploration of alternative battery materials.

We calculated patent quantity and quality for each period
across all regions and battery technologies, using the same
methodology described in the previous section and in Supple-
mentary Note S4b (ESIt). This enabled a comparative analysis
of regional developments over time for each battery technology.

In addition to examining relative trends, we assessed both the
quantitative and qualitative growth of regional patent portfolios
across the two periods, providing insights into how each region’s
innovation activities have evolved within each technology.
Growth rates were calculated using the raw indicator values
(i.e., not the z-standardized values) according to eqn (2):

Indicator.bpos-2015 _

Growth rate, , = ( 1) x 100 2)

Indicator; p pre-2015

These growth rates were computed for the quantity indicator as
well as for all six quality indicators for each region r and battery
technology b.

To represent the overall qualitative growth for each region
and technology, we used the median growth of the six quality
indicators. The median provides greater robustness to outliers
within the small set (here: six indicators) compared to the mean.

Table 1 Framework for analyzing policy documents
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This approach offers a dual perspective on the dynamics of
regional patent portfolios, capturing both inter-regional (cross-
region) and intra-regional (within-region) developments in
patent quantity and quality. As such, it provides a comprehen-
sive view of evolving trends in technological leadership and the
shifting landscape of global competitiveness.

Policy analysis

To complement the patent data analysis, we conducted a
qualitative review of policy documents related to future EV
battery technologies from 2015 to 2023, covering the key
regions analyzed—China, Europe, Japan, South Korea, and
the United States. The objective was to identify strategic prio-
rities and policy directions in each region concerning battery
innovation. We analyzed several key aspects of these policy
documents (Table 1) to identify trends and strategic alignments
for each region.

Results
Quantitative analysis of future battery technologies

Fig. 1 and 2 present the results of the patent analysis. Fig. 1a
and b focus on six future battery technologies, reflecting this
study’s emphasis on understanding the global race for leader-
ship in technologies that are not yet widely applied in EVs but
hold high potential for future use. Fig. 1c and all subsequent
figures (Fig. 2-4) broaden the scope to include both future and
state-of-the-art battery technologies. Including state-of-the-art
technologies is essential, as they represent the current compe-
titive landscape and provide context for understanding regional
strategies and geostrategic priorities in the transition from
current to next-generation technologies. Furthermore, distin-
guishing between high-energy and low-cost applications is
important for analyzing how regions are positioning them-
selves to lead in both performance and cost-effectiveness.

The findings show a substantial increase in the annual
number of future battery patent applications since 2010, with
approximately a tenfold growth between 2010 and 2022
(Fig. 1a). This growth coincides with the rapid expansion of
the EV market since the early 2010s.>°*”" The data suggest a
two-phase evolution: until the early 2010s, patenting activity
primarily focused on future battery technologies for high-
energy applications (shown in green in Fig. 1), such as Li-
SSBs, Li-S batteries, and Next-Gen LIBs, which together still
accounted for over 55% of annual patent applications in 2022

Key aspects Description

Overall focus

High-energy vs. low-cost focus
Technology strategy

Mobility goals

Driving forces

Funding strategies

Intellectual property strategic direction
Geographic orientation
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Broad objectives for advancing EV battery technologies.

Priorities for developing high-energy or cost-effective future battery technologies.
Approaches to innovation and R&D in battery technologies.

Alignment of battery strategies with broader mobility objectives, such as EV adoption.
Economic, environmental, and geopolitical factors.

Regional funding mechanisms and investment plans.

Trends in patenting and technology protection.

Geopolitical positioning and global supply chain considerations.
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Fig. 1 Trajectory and composition of patent family counts for global future battery technologies. (a) Annual number of patent family applications for six
future battery technologies (excluding state-of-the-art reference batteries) from 1990 to 2025. The navy line graph illustrates the global EV stock (million
vehicles) from 2013 to 2023 (data source: ref. 3). (b) Relative composition of the global annual number of patent applications from 1990 to 2025. The
annual patent family share for each battery technology is shown as a percentage of total patent applications for the respective year. (c) provides the
legend for the color coding in (b). (c) Annual number of patent applications per technology from 1990 to 2025. In all figures, data for 2023-2025 are
shaded to indicate incomplete publication, due to the typical 18-month lag between patent filing and publication (data as of March 2025).

(Fig. 1b). These technologies are known for their higher energy
densities and longer lifespans.” However, since the early 2010s,
the share of annual patent applications for non-lithium-based
future battery technologies aimed at low-cost applications—na-
mely SIBs and NMIBs—has grown, reaching nearly 45% by 2022
(shown in blue in Fig. 1b). This shift is likely driven by rising
lithium prices,® supply chain issues,”® new policies (e.g., the
Paris Agreement 2015, “Made in China 2025’ Technology Road-
map 2015), and research initiatives (e.g., ARPA-E, Horizon
Europe),”* as well as the widespread availability of materials
for SIB and NMIB technologies.”

Despite the increasing share of low-cost, non-lithium-based
future batteries (blue), and the declining share of lithium-based
future battery technologies (green), Li-SSBs still accounted for
33% of patent families in 2022, followed by SIBs (32%) and
NMIBs (12%) (Fig. 1b). The sustained interest in Li-SSBs can be
attributed to their potentially superior performance character-
istics, including higher safety and energy density.'*”?

Among the six future battery technologies, patenting activity
for SIBs, NMIBs, Li-SSBs, and Next-Gen LIBs shows a positive
trend (Fig. 1c). NMC-LIBs (X 13529) and Li-SSBs (X 12161)
accounted for the highest number of patent families globally,
whereas Li-air battery technologies (X 957) had the fewest.
While annual patent filings for Li-S batteries increased steadily
after 2000, growth has stagnated since 2018 (Fig. 1c) or declined
in some regions (Fig. 2). This stagnation is likely due to

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025

technological challenges, such as lithium polysulfide dissolu-
tion leading to capacity fade.'*”>”® Similarly, patenting activity
for Li-air batteries rose after 2008 but declined after 2016
(Fig. 1c), reflecting issues such as poor stability, limited cycle
life, lower system-level energy densities, and long commercia-
lization timeline.">7”®7”

State-of-the-art reference batteries have shown an upward
trend in recent years, particularly for NMC-based LIB technol-
ogies used in high-energy applications. The number of annual
patent applications for NMC-based LIBs increased sharply in
the early 2010s, while patent filings for low-cost LFP-based LIB
technologies have only seen substantial growth in recent years
(Fig. 1c).

The results of the regional analyses (Fig. 2) show that China
dominates the patent landscape in terms of quantity, account-
ing for approximately 59% of global patents in future battery
technologies. In addition, China leads in both state-of-the-art
LFP- and NMC-based LIB technologies, with a particularly
strong position in LFP-based LIBs.

Although China entered the race for future battery technol-
ogies relatively late—around 2013—our results indicate that it
quickly became the largest patent holder globally across all six
future EV battery technologies (while continuing to lead in
state-of-the-art LIBs). This rapid growth was supported by a
diversified technology strategy targeting both high-energy and
low-cost innovations, encompassing both lithium-based and

Energy Environ. Sci., 2025, 18, 6117-6130 | 6121
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non-lithium-based technologies (Supplementary Note S1, ESIT), reflecting the growing commercialization of SIB-powered EVs
alongside substantial patenting subsidies.”®”® Since 2016, and the establishment of nearly 30 SIB manufacturing plant-
China has significantly increased its patenting activities in s—either operational, planned, or announced—with a com-
non-lithium-based technologies (SIBs and NMIBs) (Fig. 2), bined capacity exceeding 100 GW h.”®
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While China holds the largest portfolio of NMC-based LIB
patents, Japan and South Korea also maintain notable shares.
However, Japan has experienced a marked decline in recent years.

Japan holds the third-largest patent portfolio in future battery
technologies, slightly behind South Korea, with the two account-
ing for approximately 12% and 13% of the global patent land-
scape, respectively. Although Japan has long been a pioneer in
future battery technologies,® its patenting activity has declined in
recent years, with the notable exception of continued interest in
Li-SSBs. On the policy front, Japan is focused on expanding LIB
production capacity to protect its current market position while
prioritizing investments in Li-SSBs and alternative technologies
such as fuel cells®" and fluoride shuttle batteries.”* Japan also
experienced a notable decline in the number of patents for SIBs,
and both Japan and South Korea saw decreases in patent numbers
for Li-air batteries.

Meanwhile, South Korea has shown an increase in patenting
for Next-Gen LIBs. Trends for Li-S and Li-SSBs in South Korea
were less consistent, showing some volatility, which contrasts
with the country’s policy emphasis on Li-S batteries and Li-
SSBs.”* South Korea also holds a substantial number of patents
for high-energy NMC-based LIBs, particularly from the 2010s,
but relatively few for low-cost LFP-based LIB technologies.

The United States and Europe account for 9% and 3%, respec-
tively, of global patents across the six future battery technologies.
US policy is primarily focused on lithium-based high-energy future
battery technologies (shown in green in Fig. 2), especially Li-SSBs
and Next-Gen LIBs (Supplementary Note S1, ESIT). This focus is
reflected in the growing number of patent applications for these
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technologies in recent years (Fig. 2). The United States and Europe
hold the smallest shares of NMC-based LIB patents and display
only a marginal upward trend, which is considerably less pro-
nounced than in China, Japan, and South Korea. Nevertheless, this
slight increase aligns with their policy goals of strengthening
domestic LIB value chains (Supplementary Note S1, ESIt). Europe’s
strategy includes a short-term focus on state-of-the-art LFP- and
NMC-based LIB technologies, a mid-term emphasis on lithium-
based future battery technologies, and a long-term goal of advan-
cing non-lithium-based future battery technologies (Supplementary
Note S1, ESIt). However, Europe accounts for only 3% of global
future battery technology patents. Having initially concentrated on
lithium-based technologies, Europe entered the less mature non-
lithium-based NMIB field relatively late (around 2015), resulting in
the smallest NMIB patent portfolio among the regions analyzed.

Comparative regional analysis of patent quantity and quality

Fig. 3 presents the relative patent quantity and quality for six
future battery technologies and two state-of-the-art LIB tech-
nologies, covering both high-energy and low-cost categories.
Relative patent quantity was measured using z-scores of abso-
lute patent family numbers, while patent quality was assessed
using a modified PQI, as detailed in the Methods section. The
uncertainty of these quality measures is expressed through 90%
confidence intervals, enabling robust comparison of patent
quality across regions. It should be noted that the substantial
variance in quality values—evidenced by the confidence inter-
vals—precludes claims of statistical significance but allows for
the observation of general trends across different technologies.
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Fig. 3 Comparative analysis of relative patent quality and quantity across regions for six future and two state-of-the-art battery technologies. Squares
represent relative patent quality with error bars indicating 90% confidence intervals. Circles indicate relative patent quantity. Data for each region are

color-coded to facilitate cross-regional comparison.
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The results show that China clearly leads in patent quantity
for both state-of-the-art LIB and future battery technologies
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across high-energy and low-cost categories. This dominance in
patent quantity can be attributed, at least in part, to its public
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Fig. 4

Relative patent quantity position

Inter-regional developments in patent quantity and quality across six future and two state-of-the-art battery technologies. Regional trajectories

in relative patent quantity and quality are shown for two state-of-the-art LIB and six future battery technologies, with pre-2015 represented by colored
solid dots and post-2015 by colored hollow circles. Arrows, color-coded by region, indicate changes in relative positions for patent quantity and quality.
Confidence interval values for patent quality are provided in Supplementary Note S4c, Table S5, ESI.¥
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R&D programs and patenting subsidies since the 2010s,”® the
strong research and production capabilities of Chinese battery
manufacturers, and high domestic demand for EvVs.”>”® China
accounts for around 90% of total patents for low-cost battery
technologies, including state-of-the-art LFP and future SIB and
NMIB technologies. Notably, it also demonstrates above-
average patent quality for SIB technologies, aligning with its
global dominance in SIB production.”” In contrast, while
China’s patent quality for other low-cost technologies, such
as LFP and NMIB, is average, its quality in high-energy batteries
tends to be slightly below average for state-of-the-art NMC-
based LIB, Next-Gen LIB, and Li-SSB technologies.

Japan shows above-average patent quantities for NMC-LIBs
and particularly for Li-SSBs, aligning with its strategic focus on
high-energy technologies—especially Li-SSBs (Supplementary
Note S1, ESIT). While its patent quality for Li-SSBs is above
average, it is average for NMC-LIB and Next-Gen LIB technol-
ogies. Patent quality for Li-S and Li-air technologies tends to
be below average. In low-cost future technologies, Japan clearly
lags in both patent quality and quantity, consistent with its
limited emphasis on SIB and NMIB technologies in its technol-
ogy strategy (Supplementary Note S1, ESIf). It also shows
similarly low patent quantities for LFP-LIB, SIB, and NMIB
technologies compared to South Korea, Europe, and the United
States—all of which trail far behind China.

South Korea presents the most balanced portfolio among
the regions. Its patent quantities are generally average across all
high-energy technologies, with a notable strength in Li-air
batteries. In this technology, South Korea demonstrates its
strongest quantitative performance relative to other regions,
although China still maintains higher absolute numbers. This
strength in Li-air batteries partially aligns with its policy focus
on Li-SSB, Li-S, and Li-air technologies (Supplementary Note
S1, ESIt). Patent quality is consistent and average across both
high-energy and low-cost categories.

The United States, by contrast, appears to prioritize patent
quality over quantity. While its patent quantities for the eight
technologies are below average—though higher than Eur-
ope’s—its patent quality remains average to slightly above
average across the board. This may reflect its emphasis on
impactful research, supported by strong patenting activity from
universities and research institutions, substantial private R&D
investments (from both multinational corporations and start-
ups), and robust government support.”>”* The United States
shows slightly above-average patent quality for Li-air technol-
ogies and average quality across the other seven technologies.

Europe lags notably behind other regions in terms of patent
quantity for high-energy technologies. However, for low-cost
batteries, its patent quantity is comparable to other regions
except China. In terms of quality, Europe’s patent portfolio is
average across all technologies, in both state-of-the-art and
future batteries for high-energy and low-cost applications.

While Europe and the United States do not show clear
leadership in any of the eight battery technologies, China and
Japan each lead in at least one. South Korea, in contrast,
maintains stable performance across multiple battery

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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technologies, generally ranging from average to above average,
though without leading in any particular area. All regions
emphasize Li-SSB technologies in their competitiveness
strategies (Supplementary Note S1, ESIT), indicating potentially
intense competition for leadership in this domain. However,
the regions differ in both the quantity and quality of their
Li-SSB patent portfolios. The results also suggest that Europe
and the United States focus more on patent quality, while
China and Japan prioritize quantity. South Korea tends to
maintain a comparatively balanced approach in terms of both
quantity and quality. Together, these findings indicate distinct
strategic approaches across regions.

Dynamics in the race for technological leadership

To illustrate regional positioning and technological capabilities
in the context of geostrategic competition over time, we analyzed
intra- and inter-regional patent trajectories before and after
2015. Intra-regional trajectories were examined to identify
changes in patent quantity and quality by comparing each
region’s average metrics before and after 2015 (Table 2). Regions
can actively shape and align their technological trajectories
through targeted strategies and investments. In contrast, inter-
regional trajectories were assessed by plotting the relative posi-
tions of regions against one another for both periods (pre- and
post-2015) (Fig. 4), using z-standardized values for patent quan-
tity (x-axis) and patent quality (y-axis). This approach captures
not only a region’s internal development but also its perfor-
mance relative to other regions over time. Here, regional posi-
tioning depends not only on a region’s own efforts but also on
those of its competitors. Even substantial investments may not
secure technological leadership if competitors advance more
rapidly, highlighting the influence of external factors beyond a
region’s direct control. By combining intra- and inter-regional
perspectives, we aim to identify geostrategic positioning, regio-
nal strategies, and technological capabilities, offering insights
into global innovation dynamics and emerging trends in tech-
nology leadership.

The analysis of inter-regional trajectories (Fig. 4) reveals
China’s substantial increase in relative patent quantity. After
2015, China became the leader in patent quantity across all
analyzed technologies. Before 2015, China led only in the
quantity of low-cost LFP-based LIB patents, with a moderate
position in quality. This likely reflects its 1990s EV strategy
aimed at catching up with Japan and South Korea by using
subsidies to accelerate domestic LFP-based LIB production and
foster a strong domestic EV market.”* However, following 2015,
while China’s quantity position in LFP-based LIBs remained
stable, its quality position declined. With the gradual reduction
of subsidies since 2017,”>’* China began transitioning from
low-cost LFP-based to high-energy NMC-based technologies,®>
increasing its number of NMC-LIB patent families by approxi-
mately 859% over time (Table 2). Despite this growth, China
has remained the lowest-ranked region in terms of inter-
regional patent quality for NMC technologies since 2015.

Additionally, China’s relative patent quantity significantly
improved for future high-energy Li-SSB technologies—a focus
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area for all regions (Supplementary Note S1, ESI{). Although
China has built a strong quantitative position in Li-SSBs since
2015, the quality of its patents tends to be below average, with
Japan emerging as the quality leader. Furthermore, China has
strengthened its relative position in both quantity and quality for
high-energy Li-S and Li-air batteries, as well as for low-cost
NMIBs—and especially SIBs. Since 2015, it has become the
technological leader in SIB and Li-S batteries while also establish-
ing a strong position in NMIB technologies (Table 2 and Fig. 4).

In summary, China demonstrates strong interest in all
analyzed battery technologies, particularly in future high-
energy Li-S batteries and low-cost SIB and NMIB technologies.

Japan’s trajectory shows a decline in its relative quantity
position for seven out of eight battery technologies, with the
exception of Li-S batteries (Fig. 4). It has ceded its previous
leadership in patent quantity to China in high-energy Next-Gen
LIB, Li-SSB, and the state-of-the-art NMC-LIB, as well as in low-
cost SIB technologies. Nevertheless, Japan still maintains a
strong overall position in these areas and appears to be emer-
ging as the quality leader in both Next-Gen LIB and especially
Li-SSB technologies—driven by its targeted policies and sus-
tained funding (Supplementary Note S1, ESIT).

Furthermore, Japan shows declining patenting activity in
low-cost future SIB and NMIB technologies, which aligns with
its broader technology strategy (Supplementary Note S1, ESIT).

Based on our data, Japan appears to be shifting its focus
toward future high-energy Li-SSB technologies while further
reducing its emphasis on low-cost future batteries.

South Korea has experienced a decline in its inter-regional
patent quantity positions across five out of eight technologies,
with the exception of low-cost future NMIB and state-of-the-art
LFP-LIB, as well as high-energy Next-Gen LIB technologies.
While NMIB patent quantity has shown stronger growth, LFP-
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LIB and Next-Gen LIB technologies have experienced only a slight
increase. However, inter-regional patent quality for LFP-LIBs
appears to have declined, mirroring a similar trend observed in
China. Both regions suggest a strategic shift from LFP-LIBs to
NMC-LIBs, despite a relative decrease in inter-regional NMC-LIB
patent quantity. This transition is reflected in South Korea’s intra-
regional growth in NMC-LIB patent quality (+46%) and quantity
(+164%). Simultaneously, its intra-regional LFP-LIB patent quality
has declined (—30%), although quantity has increased signifi-
cantly (+227%) (Table 2).

South Korea appears to be emerging as the quality leader in
Li-air batteries and is one of only three regions—alongside
China (+186%) and the United States (+28%)—to show a
positive intra-regional growth rate in patent quantity (+13%)
for this technology. It is also, together with Japan (+6%) and the
United States (+4%), among the few regions with a positive
intra-regional growth rate in patent quality (+33%) for Li-air
battery technologies.

Despite a decline in inter-regional patent quantity for five
out of eight technologies, South Korea has demonstrated strong
intra-regional growth in both quantity and quality—except for
LFP-LIB quality (Table 2). Its positive trajectory from pre- to
post-2015 is further supported by a stable or improving inter-
regional quality position in seven out of eight battery technol-
ogies, with the exception of LFP-LIBs. As a result, South Korea
has established average to slightly above-average positions in
patent quantity and, more notably, in quality across future
battery technologies. This is particularly evident in low-cost SIB
and NMIB technologies, as well as high-energy Next-Gen LIB,
Li-S, and especially Li-air battery technologies (Fig. 4).

Like China, South Korea appears to focus on all five high-
energy technologies. Additionally, it has shown increasing inter-
est in future low-cost technologies—SIBs and NMIBs—steadily

Table 2 Global growth and intra-regional developments in patent quantity and quality across six future and two state-of-the-art battery technologies,
pre- and post-2015. (a) Intra-regional growth rates for patent quantity and quality (raw data, not z-standardized), presented per region and battery

technology as “absolute growth rate quantity/absolute growth rate quality”

. EU shows NaN values for NMIB technology as Europe had no pre-2015

patents, preventing growth rate calculation from zero. (b) Global number of patent families per period by battery technology, with percentage changes

(a) Battery technologies CN us EU JP KR
SIB +9787%/+59% +477%/+4% +73%/—19% +50%/+16% +80%/+16%
NMIB +6160%/—2% +325%/—27% NaN/NaN +153%/+37% +1020%/+82%
Next-Gen LIB +2868%/—8% +916%/+5% —4%/—-37% +59%/+4% +784%/+4%
Li-SSB +3873%/+8% +402%/—1% +98%/+8% +311%/+69% +170%/+17%
Li-S batteries +1008%/+42% +251%/—10% +14%/—18% +156%/+7% +545%/+32%
Li-air batteries +186%/—6% +28%/+4% —77%/—37% —25%/+6% +13%/+33%
LFP-LIB +404%/18% +24%/+22% —12%/—6% —29%/+110% +227%/—30%
NMC-LIB +859%/+41% +127%/+2% +57%/—6% +65%/+18% +164%/+46%
Number of patent families
(b) Battery technologies Pre-2015 Post-2015 Change
SIB 191 8211 +4199%
NMIB 92 2777 +2918%
Next-Gen LIB 463 2646 +471%
Li-SSB 2923 9237 +216%
Li-S batteries 710 4364 +515%
Li-air batteries 335 622 +86%
LFP-LIB 859 3199 +272%
NMC-LIB 4215 9314 +121%
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strengthening its positions in both patent quantity and quality.
However, this development may be overshadowed by China’s
notable growth in patent quantity in these technologies (Fig. 4).

Europe’s inter-regional position in patent quantity and
quality has declined across all four future high-energy battery
technologies. Nevertheless, it maintains an average inter-
regional quality position in Li-S and Li-air technologies
(Fig. 4), along with positive intra-regional developments in Li-
SSB technologies—reflected in a 98% increase in quantity and
an 8% increase in quality (Table 2). Despite its inter-regional
decline in high-energy technologies, Europe retains a moderate
position in low-cost future SIB and NMIB technologies. Nota-
bly, it appears to hold the second-highest position globally in
terms of patent quality for future low-cost NMIB technologies,
despite only entering this field after 2015 (Fig. 4).

For state-of-the-art high-energy NMC technologies, Europe’s
patent quality appears to be on a downward trajectory, although
its relative patent quantity has increased. This increase is
reflected in a 57% rise in intra-regional patenting activity
between the periods before and after 2015.

Overall, Europe appears to adopt a quality-focused, selective
patenting strategy, with a particular emphasis on low-cost
future battery technologies. It tends to rank second inter-
regionally in NMIB quality and maintains average quality in
SIB technologies. While Europe shows intra-regional growth in
both patent quantity and quality for Li-SSB technologies, it lags
behind in inter-regional comparisons. Its short-term focus on
state-of-the-art LIBs, medium-term on Li-SSBs, and long-term
on low-cost future batteries—as outlined in its policy strategies
(Supplementary Note S1, ESIt)—is consistent with the patterns
observed in patent data, particularly in low-cost future batteries
and Li-SSB technologies.

Like Europe, the United States also shows interest in future
low-cost battery technologies. However, while the United States
has improved its relative patent quantity and quality for SIB
technologies over time, its patent quality for NMIBs has
declined, seemingly resulting in the loss of quality leadership
in NMIBs to South Korea (Fig. 4).

In the domain of future high-energy battery technologies,
the United States has also relinquished several of its previously
strong positions. Before 2015, it ranked first in relative patent
quality for Next-Gen LIBs and Li-air batteries, second for Li-S
batteries, and third for Li-SSB technologies (Fig. 4). Post-2015,
the United States experienced a downward trend in relative
patent quality in three out of four lithium-based future battery
technologies, falling to fourth for Li-S batteries and third for
both Next-Gen LIBs and Li-air batteries (Fig. 4). However, in the
case of Li-SSB technologies, the United States maintained an
average relative z-standardized quality value (around 0), while
Europe—previously ranked higher—experienced a decline in
inter-regional patent quality, resulting in the United States
rising from third to second place post-2015. Despite this
relative improvement, the United States saw a slight absolute
intra-regional decline (—1%) in patent quality for Li-SSB tech-
nologies (Table 2), even as it recorded substantial increases in
intra-regional patent quantity for Next-Gen LIB (+916%), Li-SSB
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(+402%), and Li-S battery technologies (+251%), reflecting its
policy focus on high-energy technologies (Supplementary Note
S1, ESIY).

In contrast to the trend in future high-energy technologies, the
United States appears to have positioned itself as the quality
leader in state-of-the-art LIBs, both LFP and NMC. It seems to be
surpassing South Korea in LFP batteries and Europe in NMC
batteries. This aligns with longstanding policy efforts to build a
domestic LIB supply chain—not only through recent legislative
incentives such as the Inflation Reduction Act (Supplementary
Note S1, ESIt), but also through earlier federal programs, parti-
cularly those under the Department of Energy’s Vehicle Technol-
ogies Office Annual Merit Review (VIO AMR, since 2008),%*
including the Batteries for Advanced Transportation Technologies
(BATT)® and Advanced Battery Research (ABR)®* initiatives (both
launched in 2008), as well as public-private partnerships such as
FreedomCAR (2002)%° and the United States Advanced Battery
Consortium (USABC, founded in 1991).%

Conclusion

In the global race for leadership in future EV battery technol-
ogies, this study reveals an expanding battery technology land-
scape. Early patenting activity was primarily driven by Japan
and South Korea (Fig. 2), with a focus on high-energy, lithium-
based future battery technologies, which accounted for around
55% of global patent filings in 2022 (Fig. 1b). However, since
the early 2010s, we have observed the growing prominence of
low-cost, non-lithium-based future battery technologies, which
made up nearly 45% of global patent filings for future battery
technologies in 2022 (Fig. 1b). Among the technologies ana-
lyzed, patenting activity was primarily concentrated on Li-SSBs
in the high-energy segment and SIBs in the low-cost segment
(Fig. 1b and c), reflecting their promising applications and
growth potential beyond 2030.

From a policy perspective, China, Japan, and South Korea
are increasingly emphasizing future battery technologies.
China demonstrates strong policy interest across all future
battery technologies, particularly in high-energy Li-S and low-
cost SIB and NMIB technologies. This is driven by a clear focus
on patent quantity, likely explained by substantial subsidies,
but it has not yet translated into leadership in patent quality.
This may suggest that public funding alone is insufficient to
drive improvements in both quality and quantity. Japan prior-
itizes high-energy Li-SSBs, consolidating its leadership in
patent quality, while South Korea pursues a balanced strategy,
showing strength in both high-energy technologies—particu-
larly Li-air batteries—and low-cost technologies, especially
NMIBs. South Korea also stands out for maintaining a balance
between patent quality and quantity, being the only country to
show rising intra-regional growth in both metrics across all
eight battery technologies, except for LFP-LIB quality.

Moreover, analysis of policy documents indicates that Eur-
ope and the United States tend to prioritize short-term improve-
ments to the LIB supply chain, in contrast to the future-
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oriented focus of Asian countries. While Europe exhibits intra-
regional growth in both quantity and quality of high-energy
Li-SSB patents, it lags in inter-regional comparisons. Europe
appears to follow a selective, quality-focused strategy centered
on low-cost future battery technologies such as NMIBs, where it
emerged as the quality leader post-2015. In contrast, the United
States leads in the quality of state-of-the-art LIBs, excelling in
both low-cost LFP and high-energy NMC technologies—reflect-
ing its strategic emphasis on strengthening the domestic
battery supply chain.

Overall, Asian regions appear fully committed to advancing
future battery technologies. China and South Korea are target-
ing both future low-cost and high-energy technologies, while
Japan is concentrating on high-energy technologies, particu-
larly Next-Gen LIBs and Li-SSBs. In contrast, Western regions
prioritize low-cost future batteries and state-of-the-art LIBs
across both high-energy and low-cost segments. These findings
reveal a divergence in regional strategies and priorities, which
could widen the capability gap in future battery technologies
and potentially undermine geostrategic autonomy—particularly
in the United States and Europe. This divergence may compromise
their long-term competitiveness, highlighting the need for
better alignment between innovation efforts and long-term
policy goals.

This study offers the following key insights: competitive
dynamics in future battery technologies are becoming increasingly
polarized, with high-energy lithium-based batteries (dominated by
Japan, China, and South Korea) and low-cost non-lithium-based
technologies (dominated by China) evolving along separate
trajectories. This split—where Li-SSBs are receiving consider-
able attention in patent and policy data for high-energy EV
applications, and SIBs garner similar focus for low-cost EV
applications—necessitates a reassessment of competitive stra-
tegies, particularly in Western regions.

Effective policy support, aligned with clear long-term objec-
tives and informed by competitors’ current and future posi-
tions, appears critical to securing leadership in future battery
technologies. Countries such as China, Japan, and South Korea
are aligning their innovation and policy efforts, while Europe
and the United States risk falling behind by focusing primarily
on short-term LIB supply chain improvements—potentially
limiting their ability to remain competitive in the global race.
A shift in European and US policy should not only prioritize
increased investment in future battery technologies, but also,
crucially, establish mechanisms to foster collaboration with
leading companies in Asia. Facilitating knowledge sharing and
the transfer of intellectual property—rather than imposing
economic barriers such as tariffs—appears essential for closing
the innovation gap.
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