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At Tesla Motors Inc. the energy is palpable from the moment a person enters the driveway. The company is bursting at the seams. Parking is scarce in the 
front, and Tesla Roadsters can be spotted in a variety of colors waiting for drivers. It’s also clear what the employees think about their jobs. One car has a bumper 
sticker with an arrow pointing down at the exhaust pipe of a Mazda. The bumper sticker reads: “My next car won’t have this.”
Inside, the hub of the operation is on the second floor, where everyone works out in the open. There are no offices. That includes CEO Elon Musk, who has a 
workstation on the floor with everyone else. The goal is to make communication between anyone immediate, so engineers can talk to accountants and admin-
istrators can talk to engineers. But don’t try to find the vice president of marketing because, according to Musk, there isn’t one. Even so, that hasn’t stopped 
the company, with 900 employees worldwide, from getting the word out.

What follows is an edited interview with Elon Musk on Tesla and what lies ahead. 

‘That person knows we are going to push the envelope and create something that 
has never been done before. We are going to invent great things.’

MM: This turned into quite a year for Tesla. The company’s IPO, 
the partnership with Toyota, buying the New United Motor Manufac-
turing Inc. automotive plant, and the loan from the U.S. Department 
of Energy. Did you expect 2010 to be so pivotal?

EM: It has been a really super great year. It seems everything went right 
in the best possible way. It was probably the best year ever, after coming out 
of some very tough years that were extraordinarily difficult.

MM: People I spoke with said your financial commitment to the 
company was a big reason they got behind you and a reason you at-
tracted great talent. Do you agree with that?

EM: I don’t think that reason ever came up with people who came to work 
for me at Tesla or SpaceX. Maybe in a couple of executive conversations, but 
if someone is a really good engineer, I think the person wants to come work 
with me. That person knows he is really going to push the envelope and create 
something that has never been done before. We are going to invent great things. 
That’s hugely appealing if you are a top engineer. Usually the CEO is not the 
Chief Technical Guy; he usually isn’t that technical. Engineers like me.

MM: Well, that’s because you are one, too.

EM: That’s true, but everyone I interview isn’t an engineer. They are 
people who are committed to creating beautiful products and new things. 
They want to be part of that kind of a journey. When I interview people, I 
think they can see that.

MM: I am not sure people really understand the magnitude of what 
you are creating, and how disruptive this technology will be for the 
industry. It’s not just about eliminating gas usage, it’s an entire sup-
ply chain. How do you work with that?

EM: It will be a transition. It won’t happen overnight because of the enormi-
ty of the transportation industry and the oil industry that fuels it. Even if we 
all decided to switch to electric transportation with no dissent, it would take 
decades because you are talking about tens of trillions of dollars of investment 
that has to change. But it will happen, and it will be disruptive, just as we tran-
sitioned from the horse and buggy to gas cars. That was a huge disruption. 
Think of all those blacksmiths — no more shoes. No more buggy whips.

MM: You said the sale of PayPal to eBay gave you the financing to 
pursue your electric vehicle and aerospace endeavors. You spend a 
great deal of time at your SpaceX location in Southern California. 
Why is that?

EM: I knew there was less of an economic force for space exploration. So I 
decided to dedicate my personal time to that. It’s not like there is a market for 
that. I think the only way commercial space travel will happen is if someone 

decides it’s important and moves in that direction. So I will apply most of my 
efforts there and work with partners in the electric car and solar businesses.

MM: I believe you said the gross margins for the Model S will be 
between 20 to 25 percent. One analyst suggested Tesla could have the 
ability to achieve 35 percent gross margins through its vehicle sales 
and its powertrain and battery production for other automakers. 
Could he be right?

EM: I don’t want to predict such margins; that is very tricky. Porsche 
gets margins in the 25 percent range and higher at times. I do think there is 
a lot of potential if you have a compelling product and people are willing to 
pay a premium for that. I think that is what Apple has shown. You can buy 
a much cheaper cell phone or laptop, but Apple’s product is so much better 
than the alternative, and people are willing to pay that premium.

MM: So you buy the brand?

EM: No, you buy the product. Brand is just a perception, and perception will 
match reality over time. Sometimes it will be ahead, other times it will be be-
hind. But brand is simply a collective impression some have about a product.

MM: Regarding the Model S sedan, are you comfortable that the fi-
nancial support is now in place to weather through, as the competition 
comes online at least a year ahead of the sedan coming to market?

EM: Yes because there is not really a direct competitor for the Model S 
coming to market. The (Nissan) Leaf and (Chevy) Volt are compact, non-
premium cars, whereas the Model S is a medium-size premium vehicle 
more like an Audi A6, BMW 5 series or Mercedes CLS. Between our cash on 
hand and access to credit, Tesla has substantially more access to financing 
than is needed to bring the Model S to market.

MM: The deal you negotiated with Toyota to reopen the NUMMI 
plant was one of the biggest things to happen in the Bay Area this 
year. You have ample room to grow. In addition to the Model S, what 
else will be produced there?

EM: We plan to produce the Model S and many other cars. The long-term 
aspiration is that we exceed the historical capacity of NUMMI, which is half 
a million vehicles per year. It’s a long-term goal. I’m not certain we will get 
there, but it’s what we will try to do.

MM: The Roadster will be retired in 2011. Will there be another 
one after that?

EM: There are plans for another Roadster, but no sooner than late 2013.

—Interview by Moryt Milo
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