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l Freshen: Minor changes to
interior and exterior, such as
new grille, fascia, front and  
rear lights or seat surfaces

l Re-engineering: Significant engineering
changes, such as revised powertrain,
chassis, suspension, center stack or interior.
Often includes some new sheet metal.

l Redesign: New platform,
powertrain, interior and sheet  
metal. Engine and transmission 
could be carried over.

l New: A nameplate
added to the lineup

WHAT DO THE
TERMS MEAN?

TIMELINE
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azda, Mitsubishi and Subaru 
may be Japan’s Little 3, but 
they're well on top of the indus-
trywide trends toward light 

trucks and electrification.
Two of the three have partnered with larger 

Japanese automakers — Mazda with Toyota 
and Mitsubishi with Nissan. The moves help 
ensure that the smaller companies can keep 
pace with increasingly strict emissions and 

fuel economy regulations, not to mention 
China’s newfound appetite for electric vehi-
cles.

Subaru, too, will be busy with electrifica-
tion across its lineup, albeit without an assist 
from a larger benefactor. 

Despite the help from Toyota on EVs, Maz-
da remains bullish on traditional inter-
nal-combustion engines. 

This includes a diesel CX-5 and the intro-
duction of its homogeneous charge com-
pression ignition, or HCCI, technology, in 

2019 that could yield big fuel efficiency 
gains.  

In light trucks, Mitsubishi and Subaru have 
big moves planned to plug holes. Mitsubishi 
adds the new Eclipse Cross compact cross-
over and positions the next-gen Outlander 
and Outlander Sport on either side of it, while 
Subaru adds its long-awaited Ascent three-
row crossover. 

Mazda retains its three-crossover setup and 
could add the CX-4 from China as an upmar-
ket crossover entry. a

Reporter David 
Undercoffler 
covers Mazda 
and Mitsubishi.

Reporter Jack 
Walsworth 
covers Subaru.

Japan’s Little 3 stay on top of trends
David Undercoffler
undercoffler@crain.com
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Mazda CX-5 diesel debut Mazda3 redesign Mazda6 redesign HCCI technology 
debuts 

CX-3 freshen
CX-9 freshen
EV debut

MX-5 Miata freshen
CX-4 debut
CX-5 freshen

Mitsubishi Outlander plug-in 
hybrid debut

Eclipse Cross debut Eclipse Cross plug-in 
hybrid debut

Outlander Sport 
redesign?

Mirage & Mirage G4 
re-engineering

EV debut
Outlander redesign

Raider debut

Subaru WRX/WRX STI freshen
Outback freshen
Crosstrek redesign
Legacy freshen

Ascent debut Forester redesign
Plug-in hybrid debut

WRX/WRX STI
  redesign?
Legacy redesign
Outback redesign

BRZ redesign?
Impreza freshen

EV debut

azda continues to focus on 
crossovers and premium con-
tent in search of wider profit 
margins. It’s also looking for 

ways to retain its leadership in fuel economy. 
Mazda3: Mazda’s work-

horse compact 

car got a light freshening in 2016 for the 2017 
model year, including tweaks to the exterior 
and refinements inside. Mazda’s new 
G-Vectoring torque-based handling feature 
is now standard, while the 2.0-liter and 
2.5-liter Skyactiv four-cylinder engines car-
ry over. Look for a redesign in 2018 for the 

2019 model year, with the sedan and hatch-
back returning. A year later, the next-gen 
Mazda3 could be the first Mazda to get the 
automaker’s new fuel-saving homogeneous 
charge compression ignition, or HCCI, 
technology, branded Skyactiv-X.

Mazda6: The midsize sedan was fresh-
ened lightly for 2017 and is due for a rede-
sign in 2018 for the 2019 model year. It, 
too, could get Mazda’s HCCI technology a 

year after the next generation hits the 
market. Mazda hasn’t signaled 

plans to kill the next-gen Mazda6, but the 
car, or at least its sales volume, could be 

threatened by the arrival of the CX-4 as 
consumers gravitate toward cross-
overs. 

MX-5 Miata: Mazda’s roadster 
picked up a retractable hardtop op-
tion for 2017. A freshening could land 
around 2020 but it will likely be cos-
metic only. Given the long life spans 
of niche models such as the  

Mazda eyes Skyactiv-X rollout for cars
David Undercoffler
undercoffler@crain.com
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Mazda engines feature Skyactiv technology. 
At left, the CX-4 likely arrives in U.S. in ’20.
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