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Executive Summary 
 
Tesla Motors, Inc. is an automotive manufacturing pioneer 
and innovator, creating high end electric vehicles including 
the Tesla Roadster – a high performance sports car, the 
Model S – a luxury sedan, and the recently released Model 
X – a crossover luxury SUV.  Tesla’s first entry into the mass 
consumer automobile market, the highly anticipated Model 
3 was revealed to the public on March 31, 2016, but it will not 
reach the consumer market until 2017.  
 
 

 
Being the first major company to market with a 
successful electric vehicle, Tesla has harnessed 
media enthusiasm for both its charismatic and 
innovative chairman, Elon Musk, and its high 
performing luxury vehicles. Tesla’s place at the 
top of the electric vehicle market is indicated 
by its high brand recognition, but the 
company’s intentional policy of entering the 
electric vehicle market at the luxury end of the 
price spectrum has left a public perception 
that their vehicles are expensive and unaf-
fordable to mass market consumers. 
 
Tesla has thus far relied on an earned media 
advertising strategy, preferring to invest in 
research and development and capacity 
building within the company.  It is uncertain 
that this strategy – not advertising directly to 
consumers – will continue to be effective upon 
entry into the mass consumer automobile 
market.  This paper looks at potential strategies 
to supplement the earned media approach to 
Tesla’s marketing.  It is important to mention, 
that implementing a marketing strategy 
beyond Tesla’s current model provides both 
opportunity and risk to the company, so a 
balanced and careful approach to advertising 
is necessary. 
 

Figure 1. The Tesla Roadster, courtesy of 
Tesla Motors, Inc. 

Figure 2. The Tesla Model S, courtesy of Tesla 
Motors, Inc. 

Figure 3. The Tesla Model X, courtesy of Tesla 
Motors, Inc. 



Customer Personas 
 
According to many sources, the demographics of a Tesla customer is vastly different than 
other Electric Vehicle (EV) or Hybrid Vehicle (Hybrid) owners.  Their current customer base is 
located mainly in California, earns well over $100,000 per year, with one survey placing the 
average income of a Tesla owner at $293,200.1,2 Tesla owners are 29% less likely to be female 
than the average luxury car buyer, and are 10% less likely to be female than EV buyers.3  
According to Strategic vision, “Tesla owners’ emphasis on ‘Performance-Electric’ sets them 
apart from other EV buyers.”4 Also differing from other EV owners, the top priority among Tesla 
customers are performance related, with “handling and cornering” at the top of 90% of 
owners surveyed.  According to Steve Pearman with Gravity.com, “Environmentalism is not a 
substantial area of interest in the Tesla Model S [owners]…This may indicate that Tesla interest 
is driven by the technological or aspirational aspects of the brand rather than it’s (sic) 
environmental benefits.”5  New data from those purchasing used vehicles suggest an 
increasing popularity in Washington State, with more “used Model S registrations in Seattle than 
in San Francisco.”6 Also telling is a shift in the age of used car buyers, with 4% more millennials 
buying used Teslas than new.7 
 
To expand into the mass consumer automobile market, Tesla will need to expand its customer 
base beyond what it has currently attracted.  Based on a small non-scientific survey that was 
conducted for this paper, coupled with Tesla’s current demographic profile, and consumer 
interest, it is recommended that Tesla focus any future advertising strategies in attracting the 
following personas: 
 

Young Professional Millennial 
 
Male or Female 
Single 
Age 26 
 
v Recent College Degree 
v No Children 
v Single Income 
 

Ø I am technologically savvy. 
Ø I am socially and environmentally conscious. 
Ø I have disposable income. 

 
ü I want a car that is not overly expensive, but still good for the environment. 

                                                        
1 (Korosec, 2015) 
2 (Strategic Vision, 2013) 
3 (Strategic Vision, 2013) 
4 (Strategic Vision, 2013) 
5 (Pearman, 2013) 
6 (Korosec, 2015) 
7 (Korosec, 2015) 



ü I want great performance and handling. 
ü I don’t want to compromise my driving experience. 

 
	

 
Career Professional Woman 
 
Female 
Married 
Age 35-45 
 
v College Degree 
v Teenaged Children 
v Dual Income 
 

Ø I am confident and decisive. 
Ø I am well educated and trying to break the glass ceiling. 
Ø I am hard working and deserve the best. 

 
ü I want a car that is affordable and reliable. 
ü I want a brand that I can trust. 
ü I want a car that exudes confidence and class, and is fun to drive. 

 
Tesla’s Brand 

 
In the consumer interest survey competed 
for this paper, respondents were asked 
about their familiarity with specific brands 
of electric vehicles. Tesla was the most 
commonly recognized EV, with 96% of 
respondents saying they are very or 
somewhat familiar with the Tesla Model S.  
The second and third most recognized 
vehicles were the Nissan Leaf, with 81% 
brand recognition, and the Ford Focus 
Electric with 70% brand recognition.  Of the 
twelve electric vehicles listed, these three 
vehicles were the only ones that a majority 
of brand participants said they were 
familiar with.  This is a very positive signal for 
Tesla, as they have successfully cemented 
themselves in the minds of consumers, even 
though they have yet to reach the mass 
consumer market. 
 



Tesla’s brand value proposition is simple, to “accelerate the world’s transition to sustainable 
transport.”8  The promise being made to the consumer seems to be a two-fold strategy, the 
first is to dispel the negative connotations of an electric vehicle, creating a positive image of 
EVs as a not just a viable replacement to traditional or hybrid vehicles, but one that has high 
performance and high tech capabilities.  The second is to promote the environmental 
responsibility of the vehicle, and to contrast it to fossil fuel vehicles, while denoting the 
capabilities and forward thinking concepts of an EV. 
 
With so much at stake to enter the mass consumer market, Tesla must keep its so far positive 
reputation and perception of quality that it has successfully built, and expand upon its 
successes.  There are significant barriers to entry in the automobile market, with no major 
automobile manufacturers successfully entering the US market for many decades.  The new 
Model 3 will be new to most consumers, and should be thoughtfully rolled to the public with a 
comprehensive campaign.  By reaching out to new demographics, and targeting their 
earned media campaign toward a new audience, Tesla has already created a strong 
foundation on which to build their brand reputation and sales.   
 
Competition 
 
Tesla’s perception of being an 
expensive vehicle could also take a 
toll on its future sales.  Price was the 
number one concern among those 
surveyed for this paper.  The primary 
competitor to Tesla’s upcoming 
Model 3 is the recently released 
2016 Chevy Bolt.  Brooke Crothers 
with Forbes quotes Bob Lutz, former 
GM vice chairman, saying “that 
depressed pricing for electric cars is 
going “to kill Tesla” when General 
Motors and others begin flooding 
the market with pure electric cars 
(like the [Chevy] Bolt) at below cost.”9 Elon Musk fired back at this assertion, claiming Tesla will 
be able to compete on price, stating their quoted price for the Model 3 will be $35,000 before 
tax incentives, potentially lowering the price to $25,000 in state with EV incentives, while GM’s 
$30,000 price for the Chevy Bolt is $30,000 including tax incentives.10 With GM beating the 
Model 3 to market, there is a time advantage that is inevitable, and many potential Tesla 
clients who instead purchase the Chevy Bolt will potentially be lost. 

                                                        
8 (Tesla Motors, Inc., n.d.)  
9 (Crothers, 2016)  
10 (Crothers, 2016) 



One competitor that has been on the market 
for a few years already is the Nissan Leaf. 
Tesla’s perception of being an expensive 
vehicle could also take a toll on its future sales.  
Price was the number one concern among 
those surveyed for this paper.   Although it has 
had modest sales, its range of just over 100 
miles is a limiting factor to its usability.  
However, the Nissan Leaf is at a strategic 
disadvantage to the new Model S, and has 
been experiencing a decline in year-over-
year sales.11  
 
Being a market innovator and having such a 
strong following both in social media and 
within the press, Tesla has enjoyed attention 
not granted to its competitors.  For example, 
the next most recognized brand of electric 
vehicle, the Nissan Leaf, only enjoyed an 81% 
brand recognition.  
 
While the Model 3 launched on March 31, 
2016, the time to market is over one year from 
now in late 2017, behind two competitors.  
However, At the Model 3 launch event, Elon 
Musk announced that over 150,000 $1,000 
deposits had been placed for Model 3 
vehicles on the first day of availability.  The day 
after the launch, Tesla’s chairman tweeted 
“Thought it would slow down today, but Model 
3 order count is now at 198k.  Recommend 
ordering soon, as the wait time is growing 
rapidly.”12  That number has quickly doubled, 
nearing 400,000 preorder deposits worth over 
$400 million dollars in cash upfront, and 
representing potential sales of $16.8 billion.13  
Mastering the viral aspects of the internet and 
media, Tesla has been pushing demand while 
staying ahead of its competitors. 

                                                        
11 (Cobb, 2016) 
12 https://twitter.com/elonmusk/status/715952781895426048 
13 Tesla anticipates an average sales price of $42,000 per vehicle, well over the $35,000 base price. Source: http://money.cnn.com/2016/04/01/news/companies/tesla-
model-3-stock-price/ 

Figure 4.  The Nissan Leaf, courtesy of Nissan USA 

Figure 5. The Chevy Bolt, courtesy of General Motors 

Figure 6.  The Tesla Model 3, courtesy of Tesla Motors, Inc. 



 
Delivery Systems and Message Content 
 
Entering the advertising market 
 
Maintaining Tesla’s current marketing strategy – not paying for any advertising and relying 
almost exclusively on earned media – is risky in a competitive automobile marketplace.  Its 
current niche of high end vehicles may allow for current strategies to prevail, but crafting a 
well-executed rollout of the Model 3 as measured by the amount of pre-orders, is not the same 
as a well-crafted market entry.  To capitalize on demand and attention, a viral “FOMO” (fear 
of missing out) campaign using pull-style media, coupled with its current media strategies 
could keep Tesla on the top of the electric vehicle industry for years to come. 
 

Consumer Touchpoint: An enigmatic teaser campaign coordinated to roll out at the 
same time as the first vehicle delivery could cement the brand image of Tesla as the 
go-to manufacturer of electric vehicles.  Bus stop, and billboard advertising in major 
cities, and a coordinated internet rollout of highly stylized webpage background ads, 
and banner ads on major media and consumer websites, along with a press release 
campaign about Tesla finally advertising their cars would be a very powerful launch 
marketing campaign.  The campaign itself, being the first actual advertising Tesla has 
done ,would garner even more earned media through press and social media 
attention. 

 
Earned Media and Social Media 
 
Tesla has mastered this domain so far in its marketing efforts.  The launch of its vehicles has 
been a major press event, each and every time.  Even negative events, vehicle fires and 
crashes have been turned into marketing tools, with Tesla responding to potential concerns 
by quickly recalling and repairing their vehicles.  Even simple vehicle software updates have 
managed to earn Tesla additional media coverage, by adding “ludicrous mode” and 
“autopilot” to their vehicles. 

 
Consumer Touchpoint:  By using social media content, especially through Twitter, 
Snapchat, and Facebook, and viral media stories, young Millennials can be 
persuaded.  Many of them are already very environmentally conscious, but they are 
also very price conscious, having come of age during the great recession.  By keeping 
awareness high, Tesla can draw their customers in through pull-style media, perhaps 
event sponsorships and interactive internet media.  To reach professional women, 
appearances on television shows such as The View or Oprah, by the company 
chairman Elon Musk could help start building better brand awareness and loyalty 
through earned media contacts. 

 



Building Tesla 
 
From its origins as a tech startup in 2003, to its current state, Tesla has been breaking all the 
rules of the automobile industry, of the electric vehicle, and of traditional marketing 
techniques.  With the careful crafting of its brand in the press, the enthusiastic support of its 
chairman Elon Musk, and the fascination of the public as a new era of transportation is 
dawning after so many failed starts, Tesla is in uncharted waters.  Its existing customers are 
fiercely loyal, and Tesla’s demand based earned media strategy has borne out an 
enormously successful following with the everyday man.  Entering the automobile market 
with such a novel strategy is both risky and potentially very rewarding.  By using its current 
methods of advertising and consumer branding, combined with a carefully calculated 
advertising campaign as the lauch of its Model 3 approaches, Tesla has the ability to shape 
its own future and is superbly positioned to do so.  Its customers are eager, and its vision is 
unprecedented.  Tesla is at the dawn of the next era of transportation, and the future is only 
getting brighter. 
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