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Design and radical—bordering on reckless—innovation are at the heart of 

Tesla’s corporate culture. Tesla is more than a car company. Along with 

Space Exploration Technologies Corporation (SpaceX), and SolarCity, 

both Tesla Motors and Tesla Energy are part of a mix of companies whose 

collective mission is sustainable energy storage for the vehicle, home and 

commercial spaces to reduce our reliance on fossil fuel while 

simultaneously exploring new colonization opportunities beyond Earth. 

Tesla effectively uses design to set its products apart by making 

ecological responsibility a status symbol for the consumer.4 

 

HISTORY 

The company was founded in 2003 and is headquartered in Palo Alto, CA 

in Silicon Valley—far from the traditional automotive industrial complex in 

Detroit, MI. Inspired by the electric AC induction motor patented by Nikola 

Tesla in 1888, a group of investors and engineers provided initial funding 

and gave the company its name. The mission of Tesla motors is to 

“accelerate the world’s transition to sustainable transport.” Their literature 

proclaims that they are “not just an automaker, but also a technology 

and design company with a focus on energy innovation.”12  

 

The company is very active in Washington D.C. Working with lawmakers to 

sustain subsidies and tax credits for renewable energy vehicles, Tesla 

promotes an image of patriotism through America innovation, renewed 



economic manufacturing prosperity with future mass-market appeal and 

production, and emboldened national security and economic renewal 

through diminished dependence on foreign oil. Where as competitors in 

the electronic vehicle market have started with small, compact, 

economy cars for mass-consumption, Tesla has taken the reverse 

approach in an attempt to take hold of the market from the top-down.4 

Tesla believes that every type of vehicle can be made fully electric. The 

Tesla roadster proved that a sports car could be fully electric. The Tesla 

Model S electrified the luxury family sedan. Now, the Tesla Model X proves 

the same for the SUV.12 

 

THE BEGINNING 

Released in 2008, the Tesla Roadster was the company’s first vehicle to 

market.12 The Roadster was offered to celebrities and the wealthy as a 

first-in-class, highway-capable, high performing, high range, fully electric 

sports car. Upon current CEO Elon Musk’s entry to Tesla in 2004, the car’s 

planned release was two years at a cost of approximately $25 million. It 

actually took four and a half years to come to market at a cost of $140 

million.  The estimated manufacturing cost per Roadster was meant to be 

$70,000, but upon release was actually closer to $130,000.4 Despite the 

production and financial hurdles, the Roadster achieved what it was 

meant to do. It spurred the imagination, and the consumption and 

investment dollars, of the super elite and gave Tesla immediate 

recognition as a radical innovator in the marketplace. Currently in version 

2.5, the car boasts a specification of 300 horsepower, 295 lbs. of torque, 

and a smooth ability to accelerate from 0 to 60 mph in 3.7 seconds.12 

 

 

 



LEADERSHIP 

Tesla’s talent starts with CEO and Chairman Elon Musk. Along with his 

brother Kimbal, he sold two startups—Zip2, and X.com, which eventually 

became PayPal through a merger—netting over $182 million. Kimbal Musk 

is a current Tesla Board member.4 In 2002, Elon founded the Space 

Exploration Technologies Corporation (SpaceX). He is the current CEO of 

the company, which holds a few contracts with NASA totaling nearly $5.7 

billion with the charge of developing rocket technology for the purpose of 

refueling and, eventually, transporting crew to the International Space 

Station.1 Musk also acts as Chairman of the Board for the company 

SolarCity run by his two cousins.4 

 

Musk became CEO of Tesla in 2004, focusing on profitability and product 

architecture. He spends half his week at SpaceX, and half at Tesla. In 2008, 

as the financial markets spun out of control, Musk invested nearly $75 

million to keep Tesla solvent. He is constantly setting near-impossible goals 

for Tesla and SpaceX to meet. In 2009 he predicted that by 2014 SpaceX 

would be carrying passengers on leisure trips around the moon for $50 

million each. Around 2005, he predicted that Tesla would have 100,000 

cars on the road. As recently as 2013 he predicted that Tesla would have 

a mass-market, affordable vehicle in constant production by 2015.4 While 

none of these have occurred yet, Musk’s proclamations about the future 

push the engineers, product architects, and designers at Tesla to innovate 

and differentiate constantly. Elon Musk does not accept a Tesla salary, 

which is filed at the amount of the California minimum wage. He returns 

this to the company each year. His cash, options and holdings equate to 

a paper fortune of approximately $7.8 billion.5 

 



Jeffrey Straubel is Chief Technology Office and co-founder of Tesla, 

having conceptualized the company over a lunch with Elon Musk. Electric, 

solar-powered airplanes are his passion. He is the engineering brain 

behind Tesla’s lithium-ion battery technology.13 His 2014 compensation 

was over $17 million.5 

 

Franz von Holzhausen is the company’s Chief Designer. He brings years of 

experience, having worked at many of the large combustion engine 

automakers. The Model S door handle demonstrates just one example of 

the utility and aesthetics his leadership has prioritized throughout Tesla’s 

suite of products. The door handles are flat and smooth, hidden from the 

world. When the owner approaches the vehicle with a Tesla key fob, the 

door handle smoothly slides out of the car to greet the driver, taking their 

hand. Holzhausen knows this is the first interaction a person has with the 

vehicle. He believes it should elicit a memorable emotion. He refers to the 

design of the traditional family van as “soulless.”14 

 

Jay Vijayan is Chief Information Office. Dissatisfied with the integration of 

enterprise SAP software to manage logistics of Tesla manufacturing 

processes, Elon Musk charged his CIO with developing proprietary, 

custom software to service Tesla’s unique operations. At first thought to be 

impossible and unnecessary, Jay and his team built the software in four 

months. Tesla has been using it successfully ever since.6 

 

PRODUCTS & TECHNOLOGY 

Tesla cars are data collection machines. Every car in the fleet gathers 

information on usage and environment, sends it back to Tesla for 

evaluation, and informs car operating system updates downloaded 

directly to each vehicle. Think of the car as a smart phone, or a Nest 



learning thermostat. It is part of a network that learns and informs the 

entire fleet. Each one comes with a key fob and mobile application. 2 

Corrective steering and braking are supported. With the right 

configuration, on private property that the car can be made “familiar” 

with, it is within the current technology capabilities for the running car to 

be summoned each morning, open the garage door, drive and park to 

meet the driver at a fixed time, with preconfigured music and 

temperature settings already in place.12 

 

The Model S features driving modes of “normal”, “sport” and “insane.” 

Two engines can power the front and rear wheels independently and 

simultaneously, shifting power between each as the conditions warrant, 

maximizing efficiency by the millisecond. Since no engine heat is 

necessary to control temperature in the cabin, temperature is set far more 

rapidly than combustion engine vehicles. This sedan offers voice 

navigation, auto-pilot on the open road, and push-button raise or lower of 

total vehicle suspension.12 

 

Model X was announced just this year, with acceleration modes of 

“normal”, “sport” and “ludicrous.” The driver’s risk of serious injury during a 

high-speed crash is 6%—twice as safe as the next best luxury SUV. Its large 

lithium-ion battery sensor plate weights the car to the ground, diminishing 

risk for rollover. X features the first ever HEPA air filter ensuring a clean 

cabin environment, tantamount to a surgical operating room, even when 

the exterior environment is severely compromised. Falcon wing doors are 

the car’s signature. They are double-hinged, and sensory-responsive to 

the environment immediately beside and above the vehicle. They allow 

total accessibility to the rear, dual seats even with a child safety seat 



installed in the middle row. Middle row seats allow for under-seat storage. 

The Model X offers a blind holster for every popular model of cell phone.12 

 

The Model 3 or Model E (working title) is planned for release sometime 

between 2016 and 2017. This will be the final phase of Tesla’s three-phase 

automotive strategy. Model S was the first phase. The second has just 

begun with Model X. The Model 3 is meant to be Tesla’s mass-market, 

everyman car. The base price target is $35,000.12 This Tesla vehicle will be 

the true test of investor confidence in Tesla as a legitimate and 

sustainable auto-maker serving an economy of scale. The shareholder 

enthusiasm shown over the past two years, with Tesla’s stock price 

doubling over each year, has plateaued just above $200 per share. This is 

largely due to production delays for Model S and Model X, and both 

models being priced higher in production than originally forecasted.11 

 

Tesla’s biggest challenge in the electric vehicle market is lacking 

infrastructure. They find themselves in a landscape shaped exclusively by 

the combustion engine vehicle for a century, now dotted by some 

hundred and sixty thousand gas stations. Tesla engineers are pushing their 

Supercharger technology to meet the refueling expectations of the public. 

Currently, a combustion engine gas tank can be filled in less than five 

minutes at any pump. For a Tesla lithium-ion battery to be recharged to 

capacity within five minutes it would require draining the same amount of 

power off the grid as a one hundred-unit apartment complex drains over 

the course of a day. This is not sustainable. This does not scale. The 

proprietary, exclusive connection between the Supercharger and Tesla 

lithium-ion battery technology reveals the company’s focus for future 

growth.4 

 



TESLA ENERGY 

The Tesla Powerwall is an in-home lithium-ion battery meant to retain 

electricity supplied by the sun or the conventional fossil fuel power grid. A 

single unit is meant to run electricity in the average home during a typical 

evening. Up to nine units can be installed together for maximum home 

energy storage. In the same way that the smart phone was able to 

leapfrog both LAN line telephone infrastructure and conventional Internet 

connectivity, Tesla hopes to introduce developing nations to electricity 

through sustainable sourcing and clean retention.12 

 

The Tesla Powerpack is the company’s sustainable answer to the 

contemporary fossil fuel power plant. Musk has proclaimed that 160 million 

Powerpacks retaining energy generated from solar, wind and thermal 

sources could make the United States energy grid 100% sustainable. 900 

million Powerpacks could do the same for world-wide energy. 2 billion 

Powerpacks could create a completely energy sustainable world, 

including sustainable travel. The electricity for the Tesla event announcing 

both the Powerwall and Powerpack was sourced sustainably, combining 

Powerpacks with solar panels.12 

 

OPEN SOURCE (?) 

In June, 2014 Elon Musk posted a blog entry on Tesla’s website 

proclaiming that the company would “not initiate lawsuits against anyone 

who, in good faith, wants to use our technology.”12 The announcement 

has been met with praise from technology and open source advocates, 

and skepticism from some in the business community. A few weeks prior to 

Musk’s announcement, Toyota indicated that it would be phasing out its 

deal with Tesla Motors to buy lithium-ion battery technology. About a 

week following Musk’s announcement, Toyota announced that it would 



bring a net zero, hydrogen fuel cell vehicle to market in 2015. Most 

commentators agree that Musk’s seemingly altruistic proclamation is really 

meant to encourage competition in an effort to drive up electric vehicle 

demand, drive down manufacturing costs, increase Tesla market share 

and become the natural supplier of lithium-ion batteries for all automakers 

in the business of manufacturing electric vehicles. Ultimately, Elon Musk, 

along with his executives and the Tesla Board of Directors, will define the 

meaning of the words “in good faith.”9 

 

GIGAFACTORY 

The Tesla Gigafactory is currently being built in the Nevada dessert. Drone 

footage of the construction site is available on YouTube. It faces Due 

North for the sake of equipment GPS calibration. It is meant to be 

operational by 2020. Its mission is to produce the yet-to-be-revealed Tesla 

Model 3 vehicle, along with the largest lithium-ion battery manufacturing 

operation in the world. Its energy will be completely sustainable, making 

use of a combination of solar, wind and thermal power along with Tesla 

Powerpacks. One commentator has written in Seeking Alpha that, “If Tesla 

were, by 2020, to [annually] sell 100,000 cars, 400,000 battery packs for 

other car makers, and operate 500 superchargers (to mostly non-Tesla 

vehicles), the company could generate nearly $5.5 billion in operating 

profit.”12   

 

HYPERLOOP 

Most recently, engineers at SpaceX and Tesla published a whitepaper 

proposing a new method of public, high-speed, ground-based transport. 

Called “Hyperloop”, Elon Musk has described the system as the 

combination of an air hockey table and a rail gun. Human beings would 

be shot through a vacuum tube at proposed speeds of over 700mph, 



allowing travel times of 30 minutes between San Francisco and Los 

Angeles for just $100. Two 5-mile prototypes are currently planned for 

development.12   

 

CONCLUSION 

Tesla products allow consumers to simultaneously communicate their 

prestige and environmental stewardship. They understand the human 

psychological need for peer recognition. They aim to offer a market 

solution to combat man-made climate change. Design, and radical 

innovation, are their founding principles and are at the heart of their 

corporate culture. They plan to engineer a solution for saving our planet 

and—should this prove impossible—develop sustainable energy retention 

to power our civilization wherever we are able to colonize. 
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