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I. BACKGROUND AND SITUATION ANALYSIS  

Founded in 2003, Tesla Inc. is an American multinational corporation based in Palo Alto, California. Its 

CEO is entrepreneur and businessman Elon Musk. The company focuses on designing and 

manufacturing solar panels, lithium-ion energy storage, and high-performance electric vehicles. Vehicle 

sales represent 70 percent of the company’s revenue, and the U.S. accounts for almost half the 

company’s sales. The remaining sales come from China (16 percent), Norway (8.2 percent), United 

Kingdom, Canada, Germany, Netherlands and other European countries (Green, 2018). 

Two of the first models sold by Tesla were the Model S sedan, the best-selling all-electric car in 

the U.S. in 2017; and the Model X SUV, ranked third (“Best-selling all-electric”, 2018). In July 2017, 

Tesla formally launched the Model 3, a car that targets a mass demographic. Manufacturing, marketing 

and selling this model is a pivotal task for Tesla. Even though the company’s revenue is increasing at a 

high-rate (according to Tesla’s Annual Report, automotive sales in 2017 had a 53 percent increase in 

comparison to 2016), its net losses culminated in a loss approaching $2 billion in 2017 as it over-

invested money into research, development, and manufacturing. In July 2016, Tesla opened its first 

Gigafactory to manufacture its own lithium batteries, aid in production time and lower net losses.  

After 15 years of being in the market, Tesla is now looking to start making profit out of its sales, 

which is why it is investing most of its human and financial resources in the production of the Model 3.  

Tesla describes the Model 3 as “the car of the future” with a 310-mile range, 0 to 60 mph 

acceleration in 5.1 seconds, and a top speed of 140 mph. The car is a compact four-door sedan with 

enough space for five passengers. Instead of requiring a key or a key fob, Tesla Model 3 is programmed 

to be started with their owners’ smartphones via Bluetooth. Other technological features include: a 15-

inch touchscreen, cloth upholstery, Wi-Fi connectivity, an auto-dimming rear-view mirror navigation, 

voice controls, a backup camera, 60/40 rear seats, dual-zone climate control, and two USB ports in the 

front console (Glon, 2018).  
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The Model 3 is meant to be sold at a starting price of $35,000, however Tesla has not been able 

to meet this price yet. The cheapest version of the car is being sold at a base price of $45,000 and the 

performance model is being sold at $64,000 ($13,000 less than the Tesla Model S). Even though the 

$35,000 version is still not available in the market, in July 2018 Tesla Model 3 “outsold its luxury rivals 

such as BMW, Mercedes, Audi, Cadillac, Infiniti, Acura, Volvo, Alfa Romeo and Jaguar: Tesla sold 

16,000 Model 3s, compared to BMW’s 12,811 or Mercedes’ 11,835, its closest challengers” (Dans, 

2018).  

Our campaign will be a long-term effort focusing on targeting a mass market demographic. 

Tesla’s success is dependent upon the revenue generated from the sale of a limited number of vehicles. 

If Tesla is able to increase the Model 3 production rate, the company must develop a strategic 

marketing/public relations plan to increase its sales and start generating profit.  

 

II. PROJECT PLAN  

a) PR Goal: 

● Task management goal: To increase the Tesla Model 3 sales within the next year. 

b) PR Objective: 

● Behavioral objective: To increase the Tesla Model 3 consumer base by 20% from Q4, 2018 to 

Q4, 2019 in the target market of millennials with an annual gross income between $60,000 and 

$100,000. 

c) PR Theories: 

Since our PR objective is focused on engaging a specific customer, we want to learn more about this 

audience through our research: What are people looking for when buying a car? What media platforms 

do they use? How much do they know about Tesla and the products it offers? Gathering this information 

will help us make sure our public relations campaign is targeting the right audience. It will also help us 

determine our potential customers’ thoughts and feelings toward the brand, now that Elon Musk -Tesla’s 

CEO- was involved in a lawsuit that forced him to step down as board chairman.  

Our research will have three objectives. Based on these objectives, we came up with four 

theories we would like to test through our research.  
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1. Research objective: Identify the criteria our target audience uses to purchase a car and determine 

their level of importance.  

1.1 Theory: Considering we are looking for consumers with an annual gross income between 

$60,000 and $100,000 that would be interested in purchasing a more affordable electric vehicle, 

we hypothesized our potential customers are likely to be millennials (young professionals). Our 

first theory is that price is a major factor for millennials when purchasing a car.  

1.2 Theory: We think young adults are gravitating toward an environmentally-friendly trend. Our 

second theory is that millennials are looking to buy from companies that sell environmentally-

friendly products. In testing this theory, we would like to know if there is a price point where 

millennials will deemphasize their interest in protecting the environment.  

2. Research objective: Identify the communication channels that will reach our target audience more 

efficiently. 

2.1 Theory: We believe every target audience uses different media platforms to communicate 

and receive information. Thus, it is important to identify which communication channels will 

reach our audience more effectively. Since social media has become an essential communication 

tool for young professionals, our third theory is that millennials are more likely to use Facebook, 

YouTube, Instagram and Twitter to make car purchasing decisions.  

3. Research objective: Determine if the target audience’s opinion on the brand is affected by Elon 

Musk's reputation.  

3.1 Theory: According to our situational analysis, customers often associate Tesla with Elon 

Musk: a chief executive with a big fan base and a reputation for cutting-edge entrepreneurship. 

Musk has been involved in a string of incidents over the past few months: insulting a cave diver 

who rescued children in Thailand, smoking marijuana during an interview and being sued by the 

Securities and Exchange Commission over a tweet. The last incident caused the stock of the 

company to plunge, the company was forced to pay a large fine, and Musk had to step down as 

the board’s chairman. Our fourth theory is that Elon Musk’s reputation is affecting the 

perception of the brand and jeopardizing its sales.  
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d) Suggested Approaches: 

● Qualitative: Focus group 

We will conduct a focus group to glean information on what criteria our potential customers use when 

purchasing a car. It will also show insights on if the Tesla Model 3 was considered and why or why not. 

This will help us determine if we are targeting the right audience and will help us confirm our two 

theories on what millennials find the most attractive when purchasing a car (price and environment). It 

will also help us prioritize the information we want to communicate and design communication 

strategies to increase the sales of the Tesla Model 3.  

For our focus group we will be targeting millennials differing in race, gender and profession to 

minimize biases. During our pre-screening survey we need to control the age variable to make sure we 

are interviewing millennials (people born between 1982 and 2002), and the income variable (between 

$60,000 and $100,000). We also need to make sure our participants have purchased a car in the past. We 

will find these subjects by sending out a preliminary survey to acquaintances and USC graduate 

students. 

Our focus group will include the following questions:  

1. What is the most important factor in choosing a new vehicle for you, and why do you think 

this is?  

2. Would you be interested in purchasing a gas-powered car or would you rather buy an electric 

vehicle? Please tell us why. 

3. How important is a car’s brand name and brand reputation for you? Why do you consider it 

important or why not? 

4. Would you mind sharing with us your favorite car brand and explain why this is your favorite 

brand? What makes it special? If you have no brand preference, please share with us why you 

don’t consider brand is relevant, or what other features you consider more important.  

5. Where would you perform the majority of your research prior to purchasing a vehicle? What 

kind of information would you look for?  

6. We previously discussed the importance of brands, and now we would like you to consider Tesla 

as a brand.  

o If you have heard about it, what is the first thing that comes to your mind when you hear the 

word “Tesla” in one or two words. 
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o Please share with us what you know about this company and what’s your opinion on it.  

o [If participants don’t mention it, ask them if they know who Elon Musk is, and ask them their 

opinion on him.] Do you think Elon Musk is important for Tesla’s reputation? 

7. In July, 2017, Tesla launched its new Model 3. What have you heard/read/seen about this new 

model?  

o Would you consider buying this vehicle if you were planning on buying a new car? 

 

● Quantitative: Survey 

Even though focus groups are useful to find out more about people’s perceptions and opinions and the 

reasoning behind them, their results are limited to a very specific group of people. Complementing the 

focus group with a survey will allow us to reach a larger sample of our desired group of people. Also, 

the results of the focus group will help us plan and design questions for our survey in a more accurate 

way, which is why we will do it after we analyze the focus group results. We are going to set the same 

control variables for this survey (age, income, car purchasing experience). We will continue minimizing 

biases by surveying millennials differing in race, gender and profession.  

	

III. SWOT ANALYSIS 

a) Strengths: 
● Tesla is a company known for developing innovative technologies such as electric vehicles with 

special features (autopilot options, internet connectivity, software for safety) and solar batteries. 

● The creation of Gigafactory 1, a lithium-ion battery factory, allows Tesla to be more independent 

and have less transaction costs. 

● Tesla has strong brand recognition (word-of-mouth and traditional media coverage). This has 

reduced the company’s marketing costs significantly.  

● Sales are continuously increasing (revenue increased 44 percent to 3.3 billion, on rising sales of 

models S and X). 

● Vehicle production volume has increased by 20 percent year-by-year. 

● Tesla was the first company to produce a fully electric car, being a pioneer of the new car 

industry. 

● Elon Musk is a renowned entrepreneur and businessman with a strong fan base.  

● Tesla is working on self-driving technology. 
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● Tesla has designed one of the safest vehicles on Earth. In 2018, Tesla Model 3 got a perfect 5-

star rating in every category from the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. 

● Excellent engagement on social media channels (Twitter and Instagram).  

b) Weaknesses: 

● Tesla is facing cash flow problems, which slumped the company’s stock value. 

● Slow production of cars and batteries: The company has no experience in manufacturing vehicles 

at high volumes. In 2018, Tesla Inc. Shareholders filed a lawsuit against Tesla for misleading 

them about the progress of production of the Model 3, but it was dismissed. 

● Elon Musk’s “breakdown” on social media and traditional media outlets. 

● Elon Musk is also CEO/founder of other organizations such as Space X, Neuralink, OpenAI, 

SolarCity and The Boring Company, thus, he does not devote his full time and attention to Tesla. 

● Some of Tesla’s vehicles’ lithium-ion batteries have caught on fire. 

● Tesla Superchargers are not always available. Even though these chargers are free for Model S 

and X owners, Model 3 owners now have to pay for this service.  

c) Opportunities: 

● Elon Musk is CEO of other companies that are working on technology such as Space X and 

Neuralink. These are all partnering opportunities for Tesla, which worked with Space X in the 

past to send a Tesla Roadster to space. 

● Increased interest in protecting the environment (according to a Pew Research Center survey, 74 

percent of U.S. adults said “the country should do whatever it takes to protect the environment”).  

● PEV (plug-in electric vehicle) sales are rising and the car industry is investing more in it 

(according to Statista, PEV sales increased from 200,000 in 2017 to 400,000 in 2018).  

● Government’s regulatory pressure: Nations are trying to promote energy independence. There is 

an increased pressure from regulators in Europe and California to slash carbon emissions from 

fossil fuels. 

● We live in a hyper-connected world with constant technological developments. 5G technology is 

being used in electric vehicles, and cars can update the software whenever they have WiFi. 

● Development of self-driving technologies. 

● Increase in the average household income in the U.S. (according to the U.S. Census Bureau, the 

median household income has increased from $55,613 in 2014 to $61,372 in 2017). 
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d) Threats: 

● Recalls (e. g. in 2017 Tesla issued a recall of 53,000 vehicles over a parking brake issue). 

● Tesla manufactures its cars in America, which means higher wages and production costs. 

● Fierce competition (Toyota Prius, Nissan LEAF, Chevy Bolt, Volvo Polestar 2).  

● Apple is also developing an electric vehicle secret project called “Project Titan.” 

● Decrease in the demand of other Tesla models (Model S sedan, Model X sport-utility vehicle). 

● Government’s regulatory pressure and incentives means more competition (tax credit begins to 

phase out after a company sells 200,000 cars. Federal Tax Credit for Tesla ends on December 31, 

2018). 

● Increase in the cost of lithium-ion cells. 

● Lithium can catch on fire, which is not easy to extinguish.  

● Development of self-driving technologies might cause life-threatening accidents. 

● Increased use and development of shared mobility apps (Uber, Lyft). 

● Increase of car taxes. 

● Short-sellers in the stock market. 

● Industrial sabotage (robots in the Tesla factory are prone to being infected with malware). 

 

IV. SOCIAL MEDIA CONTENT ANALYSIS 

Tesla is known for having a nonexistent ad budget. According to an analysis made by AdAge.com, 

Tesla is the only car company that has not spent any resources on ads, as shown in the graph below.  
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Without investing much in marketing and advertising, the company has leveraged word-of-mouth, free 

press coverage and, most importantly, its social media channels to fuel demand for its products. 

According to a study conducted by Social Media Today, Tesla is the third top-mentioned car brand on 

social media (Sunley, 2017).  

Tesla’s excellent engagement on social media is mostly attributed to Elon Musk’s popularity and 

loyal fan base. Elon Musk is the second most popular business leader after Bill Gates, having 12.5 

million followers on Twitter. Musk’s posts on social media are personal and candid, something that has 

engaged millions of followers interested in the tech and automotive industries. His outspokenness, 

however, has also caused backlash on social media and has affected the company’s stock price 

significantly.  

Even though established car companies are investing just as much —or even more— resources 

than Tesla in producing electric vehicles, Tesla is the car brand most linked to topics such as ‘electric 

cars’ and ‘autonomous learning’ on social media. Social Media Today’s study showed that 22 percent of 

the social discussion about electric vehicles belonged to Tesla, followed by BMW with 10 percent and 

Volkswagen with 7 percent. Renault-Nissan, one of the world’s leading EV maker, only led 3 percent of 

the discussion. This study shows that Tesla and Musk have created an image of themselves on social 

media that has allowed them to compete and outperform their competitors on these digital platforms 

(Sunley, 2017).  
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The monitoring tool Awario shows Tesla has a strong global presence on social media. The 

company is being mentioned in almost every country in the world; the majority of mentions are in 

English and come from the U.S., as shown in the map below.  

 
According to Brand24, Tesla’s most active social media platforms are Twitter (26.5 percent) and 

Instagram (22.7 percent). Brand24 also identified Facebook as one of Tesla’s main social media 

platforms (23.9 percent); however, Tesla’s Facebook account @TeslaMoto is not certified, meaning that 

it is not the company’s official page1. Blogs, forums, web, news and videos represent the remaining 26.9 

percent. This indicates that social media is Tesla’s main communication channel with its target 

audiences, which is why keeping these platforms updated and maintaining interaction with its followers 

are essential tasks in the company’s marketing plan.  

 

                                                
1 In March 23, 2018, Elon Musk announced that he was deleting Tesla’s and SpaceX’s Facebook pages after having a 
discussion on Twitter with Whatsapp’s co-founder Brian Acton. The deletion of these accounts occurred amid Facebook’s 
Cambridge Analytica scandal.  
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This analysis will focus on Tesla’s Twitter and Instagram accounts. This study will make a 

comprehensive approach to the brand’s interactions on social media from one year ago (November 2017 

– November 2018). In more specific cases, the analysis will focus on the last month (November 2018).  

 

○ Twitter:@Tesla 

Quantitative Description Qualitative Description 

Positioning: 3.1 million followers. 

  

In comparison to other competitors: 

  

-Mercedes: 3.1 million followers 

-Audi: 1.9 million followers  

-BMW: 1.7 million followers  

-Lexus: 928,000 followers 

-Volvo USA: 236,300 followers  

-Nissan: 733,700 followers  

-Infiniti USA: 220,000 followers 

  

Tesla’s Twitter account is very interactive. The 

company retweets and responds to users’ tweets as well. 

It also retweets users’ tweets mentioning the brand, 

which generates a high engagement rate. 

 

Tesla’s responsiveness and constant interaction with its 

followers sets it apart from other car brands on Twitter. 

For example, brands like Audi and Infiniti are more 

exclusive and would only post tweets related to their 

products’ style and design. Mercedes mostly tweets 

about its cars’ performance and about the company’s 

social causes. Other brands like Lexus and Nissan target 

a more price-oriented consumer, but do not interact with 

their followers on a regular basis.   

Following 108 users. Tesla follows its own executives on Twitter, like its AI 

director and chief designer. It also follows scientific and 

technology-focused blogs and magazines, reporters and 

journalists that cover transportation technologies, and 

Tesla fan clubs. 

6,805 tweets.  Account has been verified. Joined February 2008. 
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Depth of coverage and sentiment: 

22,682 mentions in the last month 

(around 756 mentions per day).  

 

- 3812 positive mentions in the last 

month. 

- 1585 negative mentions in the last 

month. 

 

 

Source: Brand24 

 

Tonality of comments: Tesla is being actively 

mentioned on Twitter. Even though there are very few 

negative comments, most of them are neutral. Most of 

these neutral mentions come from influential news 

accounts such as CNN Reuters, Wall Street Journal and 

ABC. Positive comments are usually made by satisfied 

customers and loyal fans. Negative comments are 

mostly complaints about customer experience, defects of 

Model 3, falls in the stock price, and backlash on Elon 

Musk’s past behavior (smoking marijuana during an 

interview, calling a cave rescuer a “pedo,” among 

others). 
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 Top Hashtags: Tesla does not use hashtags in its tweets, 

but its followers do. The top hashtags used by Tesla’s 

followers are #Teslamodel, #Model3, #ModelS, 

#ModelX, #musk, #battery, #autopilot, #tesla, 

#elonmusk, #lithium, #spaceX.  

 

Most users tag both @Tesla and @elonmusk when 

tweeting about their cars. This means that the 

responsiveness of Elon Musk and his company 

encourages users to interact with the brand on Twitter.  
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 Subject: Tesla’s tweets are not lengthy and do not use 

hashtags. However, the company tweets innovative 

content like videos of Tesla models on car-crash 

simulators or road simulators, and videos of the 

production process of Tesla’s vehicles. The company 

also tweets relevant news articles and company updates, 

which indicates it is not only using Twitter to 

communicate with its customers, but with its 

shareholders as well. Finally, Tesla retweets its users’ 

tweets, which gives a sense of how loyal the ‘Tesla 

community’ is.  

Average of 189 comments per tweet.  Tesla’s tweets are often commented by its followers on 

Twitter, who often use the Tweets as “conversation 

starters” to interact with each other and share 

information about the brand and the company. Elon 

Musk often participates in these conversations as well, 

which encourages people to continue the conversation. 

This practice strengthens customer loyalty. 

Average of 8,833 likes per tweet. 

 

Average of 18,808 retweets per tweet. 

Likes and retweets are more likely to happen if the tweet 

comes from one of Tesla’s customers, or if the company 

posts innovative videos featuring Tesla’s production 

process and the technological projects that are being 

developed.  
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○ Instagram: @Teslamotors 

Quantitative Description Qualitative Description 

Positioning: 4.9 million followers. 

  

In comparison to other competitors: 

  

-BMW: 18 million followers  

-Mercedes: 16.3 million followers 

-Audi: 12.5 million followers  

-Nissan: 3.3 million followers  

-Lexus USA: 2 million followers 

-Volvo: 1.2 million followers   

-Infiniti USA: 87,400 followers 

Unlike Twitter, Instagram offers itself as a more 

competitive platform for Tesla. Luxury brands like 

BMW, Mercedes and Audi lead the competition by a 

wide margin.  

 

BMW and Audi’s Instagram pages focus on the 

description and advertising of their designs. Mercedes 

uses storytelling techniques through its Instagram stories 

to talk about its electric car developments, feature events 

and interact with its audience.  

Following 30 people and 3 hashtags 

(#modelX, #model3, #tesla). 

Follows influential media outlets like Bloomberg, the 

New York Magazine, National Geographic and 

TechCrunch. It also follows accounts focused on 

technology such as Nasa, Futurism, Space X; and a few 

fans who have created Tesla fan pages on Instagram.  

  

545 posts. Account has been verified.  

 

The account reflects image of the brand (futuristic and 

innovative). However, the company does not seem to 

care much about the colors and aesthetics of the page.  

 

Content (subject): Tesla posts videos and pictures of its 

cars’ unique features and production process. However, 

the company does not use Instagram’s new features like 
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IGTV, highlights or Instagram stories. The brand reposts 

some pictures from its customers, but it does not use 

hashtags.  

 

 
  

Depth of coverage: 18,025 mentions in 

one month. 

  

Tonality: Most mentions of @tesla have a positive 

sentiment. Posts are mostly pictures of Tesla cars and 

their new owners. Negative posts are scarce: some of 

them are related to car crashes involving Tesla models 

or concerns about the functionality of the vehicles. 
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Average of 1,655 comments per post. 

Sentiment: 6,283 positive results, 1663 

negative results in one month. 

 

 
Source: Brand24 

Tonality: Comments are mostly positive. Most of these 

comments praise the brand’s designs, eulogize the 

company’s mission in reducing carbon emission and 

developing new technologies. Negative comments are 

related to customer service. 

 

Positive:                                Negative: 

 

Average of 154,222 likes per post. Likes and reposts are constant, which shows a good 

engagement rate on this platform.   

 

V. MEDIA COVERAGE CONTENT ANALYSIS 

As mentioned before, press coverage is a significant catalyst for Tesla’s sales. In its 2017 Annual 

Report, the company affirmed: “Historically, we have been able to generate significant media coverage 

of our company and our vehicles, and we believe we will continue to do so. To date, for vehicle sales, 

media coverage and word of mouth have been the primary drivers of our sales leads and have helped us 

achieve sales without traditional advertising and at relatively low marketing costs” (p. 6).  

 However, Musk has been outspoken about the criticism Tesla has received on traditional media 

outlets and about the way journalists have framed their reports on the company. During Tesla’s first-

quarter earnings call in May 2018, Musk expressed frustration about the amount of coverage that the 

Autopilot Driving System —Tesla’s semi-autonomous driver-assistance feature— received after an 

accident occurred. He said there was a “worrying trend of crashes involving Tesla vehicles on national 
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news” and that “Tesla crashes get a disproportionate amount of media coverage compared to accidents 

in gas-powered cars” (Lambert, 2018). The company claimed that many of its customers stopped using 

the Autopilot System after the negative coverage of accidents involving Tesla’s vehicles, something that 

jeopardized the drivers’ safety.  

 Musk also said that the media coverage on Tesla was being manipulated by short-sellers looking 

to bet against the company in the stock market. Musk said short-sellers not only spread false information 

about the company but also amplify negative news in the hopes of dragging down its stock price and 

make a profit out of this. However, financial experts affirm short-sellers betting against Tesla are more 

focused on evaluating the company’s finances than spreading false rumors about the company on the 

media.  

 The following Hoovers graph shows Tesla’s media coverage activity in the last six months.    

 
The graph shows a significant increase in media coverage whenever there was an incident involving the 

company. For example, after Musk tweeted he was considering making Tesla private on August 7, 2018, 

the web activity increased. This event was covered by the most influential media outlets in the U.S. until 

the first week of September. Media coverage showed another significant increase on September 7, when 

Musk smoked marijuana during a podcast interview with Joe Rogan. By the end of September, the SEC 

filed and settled a lawsuit against Tesla and Musk after the Twitter incident. October shows another 

increase in the web volume when Tesla announced it was finally meeting its Model 3 production orders 

and published strong earnings reports.  

 The Web Volume and Noteworthy Activity graph shown above shows that traditional media 

outlets focused on covering incidents involving Elon Musk and Tesla, but there was no significant 

coverage on other matters such as the performance of the cars, the development of artificial intelligence 

technologies or Tesla’s environmental leadership.  

Given the high number of media outlets covering Tesla on a daily basis, we decided to make a 

sentiment analysis based on five of the most influential news outlets in the U.S.: The New York Times, 

The Washington Post, USA Today, CNN and Fox News. Our analysis shows that, in a four-month 
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period, the number of negative articles surpassed the neutral and the positive articles covering Tesla, as 

shown below: 
Tesla Inc. – Media Coverage Sentiment 

August 2018 – November 2018 

  August September October November 

Media Outlet Positive 

Articles 

Neutral 

Articles 

Negativ

e 

Articles  

Positive 

Articles 

Neutral 

Articles 

Negative 

Articles  

Positive 

Articles 

Neutral 

Articles 

Negative 

Articles  

Positive 

Articles 

Neutral 

Articles 

Negative 

Articles  

New York 

Times 3 12 20 1 2 14 6 1 8 2 11 3 

Washington Post 4 22 19 1 8 12 5 11 12 2 12 4 

USA Today 3 10 12 2 3 13 8 7 3 4 4 1 

CNN 4 14 21 3 4 27 8 4 10 3 5 4 

Fox News 2 4 14 4 4 11 6 2 8 2 2 3 

TOTAL 16 62 86 11 21 77 33 25 41 13 34 15 

 

 
Negative press coverage on Tesla has been closely linked to Elon Musk’s behavior during the past four 

months. In the months of August and September these five news outlets covered the Twitter incident, the 

16
11

33
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August September October November

TESLA INC. 
MEDIA COVERAGE SENTIMENT
AUGUST 2018 - NOVEMBER 2018

Positive Neutral Negative
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SEC’s lawsuit against Musk and Tesla, Musk’s use of recreational drugs, Musk’s failed attempt to create 

his own tequila brand “Teslaquila,” the cave rescuer’s lawsuit against Musk for calling him a 

‘pedophile,’ and Musk’s mental health condition. Even though Musk’s behavior is not always directly 

related to Tesla, the reputation of the company is always attached to his name. 

 Negative press coverage also questioned Tesla’s financial stability and the quality of the new 

Model 3 vehicles. In August and September, these five media outlets published several articles reporting 

the company had $11 billion in debt, was running out of cash and was failing to meet its monthly 

production goals. Some articles criticized Tesla’s efficiency in delivering Model 3 vehicles to their 

owners while others reported that the company was being subpoenaed by the SEC for sharing 

misleading information on the company’s production data. Other articles criticized Tesla’s Autopilot 

System and reported these technologies are not entirely reliable yet. 

The number of negative articles decreased significantly in October, once the company stated it 

was meeting its production goals and reported strong earnings reports. The New York Times affirmed 

Tesla was “beating the short-sellers” betting against the company.  

Positive press coverage highlighted the importance of Musk’s work in the tech and automotive 

industries. One of them claimed that “Musk’s personality is a key element of Tesla’s business model” 

while another one said “brakes are for cars, not CEOs” (New York Times). Other articles highlighted the 

safety and tech innovations of the Model 3 and affirmed that the company’s enhanced Autopilot System 

was safer than human driving.  

Lastly, a few articles covered Tesla’s corporate social responsibility initiatives such as offering 

free charging to those affected by Hurricane Florence, Musk’s generous donations to educational 

institutions and Tesla’s contributions to generating carbon-free electricity.  

Even though Tesla affirms media coverage has helped the company increase its sales, our 

research shows that news outlets are more focused on covering Musk’s behavior and Tesla’s financial 

struggles than highlighting Tesla’s contributions to the electric vehicle industry and development of new 

technologies.   

 

VI. FOCUS GROUP 

● Sampling Plan: 

Our sample unit consisted of millennials earning between $58,222.00 and $108,033.00 annually. Our 

sample size was five participants who are millennial professionals. Our sampling protocol included 
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convenience and snowball sampling. Benefits of convenience sampling include: time efficient, cost 

efficient, data can be collected in a convenient manner and is useful to test hypothesis in order to give 

immediate feedback and direction for further action. Moreover, some of the benefits of snowball 

sampling include: time efficient, cost effective and allows study to grow in size due to the referral 

process. 

Our focus group was conducted in the conference room of Eighth and Grand Apartments. We 

conducted our focus group on October 13th between 6-7:30 p.m. Our sampling questions included the 

following: 

1. Where do you live? (insert zip code) 

2. Year of birth 

3. Do you rent or buy your home? 

4. Do you have a car? 

5. How do you commute? 

a. Drive 

b. Public transportation 

c. Bike/walk 

d. Other 

6. What car do you currently drive? Lease, own or finance? 

7. Check off your annual income range not including student loans (but including trust, 

scholarship, grants etc.) 

a. $20,000-$40,000 

b. $40,000-$60,000 

c. $60,000-$80,000 

d. $80,000-$100,000 

e. $100,000+ 

 

● Results and Insights:  

○ Introduction of participants: The participants in our focus group were millennials of 

different ethnic backgrounds. With regard to employment, participants ranged from 

property managers, to engineers and producers.  
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Our first theory is that price is a major factor for millennials when purchasing a car. When 

participants were asked about car preferences, most had the same answer that revolved around a good 

quality car at an affordable price, while still having a nice interior/exterior if possible. Most of our 

participants found having a car was a hassle and would rather sell their car and take the metro or use 

Uber/Lyft. With traffic, gas prices and car insurance prices, our participants found having a car more of 

an inconvenience.  

Our second theory is that millennials are looking to buy from companies that sell 

environmentally-friendly products. However, our focus group evidenced otherwise. When participants 

were asked if they would be interested in buying an electric vehicle versus gas, four of them said gas and 

one said hybrid. They all had the same answer: “It is too hard and too inconvenient to find charging 

stations for electric cars.” One of our participants currently owns an electric car and agreed that it is a 

hassle. “I can charge for free at work. Sometimes they are full and then, out of nowhere, it needs 

charging. It sucks. I know where the chargers are, but I spend more money finding validated parking and 

figuring out where to park. I have to go out of my way to charge my car,” he said.  

Since social media has increasingly become an essential communication tool for young 

professionals, our third theory is that millennials are more likely to use Facebook, YouTube, Instagram 

and/or Twitter to make purchasing decisions. Although most of our participants said they do not follow 

car brands on social media, we found some of them follow Tesla’s CEO, Elon Musk. Participants said 

they either go to the dealership to acquire the information they need or go online. One participant said he 

was an impulse buyer and will not delve into information online or at the dealership — he will just go 

and buy. This means that, even though social media is successfully helping certain businesses and 

brands, it does not seem to be relevant when it comes to making a purchasing decision.  

When looking for information about a car, the two overwhelming factors that kept coming up in 

our discussion was pricing and mileage of the car. Participants either go online to find the best deals, 

while some go in person to different dealerships - depends on what is more convenient for them and how 

deep they want to dive into information about the car.  

Our fourth theory is that Elon Musk’s reputation is affecting the perception of the brand and 

jeopardizing its sales. All participants were familiar with Musk and some participants follow him on 

social media and admire his work. Others were aware of him, but when thinking of him, they would 

think of Tesla or SpaceX. Although everyone was aware of who Musk is, not everyone was aware of the 
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recent incidents Musk was involved in (i.e. smoking marijuana during an interview, calling a cave diver 

a “pedo,” or falsely announcing Tesla was going private on Twitter).  

Regarding brand reputation, our participants had mixed answers. Some consider brand reputation 

extremely important while others do not consider it to be a huge factor. Participants who said brand 

reputation was important pointed out that good brand reputation makes them trust companies and be 

more loyal to them. They also said that if they considered a brand had a good reputation, they would be 

more likely to recommend it to a friend. However, participants who said brand reputation was not 

relevant to them explained that pricing was a critical factor when it comes to buying a car. The more 

budget-conscious participants were, the less they cared about brands and how the public perceived them.  

 

VII. SURVEY ANALYSIS 

In addition to our focus group, we conducted a survey to gather information from a larger pool of 

audiences. In the survey, we asked several demographic questions to get a sense of the background 

information of participants, including their income and age. Additionally, we asked a handful of 

questions related to vehicle usage including their current vehicle, method of payment, main concerns, 

and main priorities when purchasing a new vehicle. Lastly, we asked them about their social media 

usage, about Tesla as a brand and knowledge of Tesla’s Model 3 vehicle.  

 We received 34 total responses to our survey. Of the results, the mean age group fell between 26 

and 30. We asked participants to self-report their annual incomes but we also gathered their zip codes in 

order to verify via neighborhood. Results from the question asking participants about their preferred 

method of transportation shows that a majority (53 percent) of participants preferred driving their own 

vehicles over all other choices, which included ride-sharing services, public transportation, biking and 

walking. 

 
 When asked about the main concerns for their primary vehicle, participants responded that “fear 

of accidents” and “traffic” tied for their top concerns. Coming in at a close second included stress from 

insurance payments. We asked participants if they agreed with the statement “I make active decisions to 

reduce my personal negative impact on the environment” and 50% of respondents selected “somewhat 
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agree”. When asked if participants agreed with the statement “I would consider paying more for an 

electric vehicle compared to gas”, all responses were spread across the spectrum and did not mirror the 

previous question about environmental responsibility. This was an interesting finding. We speculated 

that respondents were more interested in other ways of reducing their environmental footprint and were 

not familiar with electric cars and the ease of use.  

  

 
 When participants were asked about their priorities when buying a new car tomorrow, the 

majority (67.65 percent) replied that price was the main consideration factor. Coming in second was 

safety (26.47 percent). This is also an interesting finding because most of the considerations were not 

related to environmental issues or whether the car was an electric car instead of a gas or diesel powered 

one.  

 During the social media usage portion of the survey, participants reported that they receive most 

of their daily news from online sources. These include social media (44.12 percent of participants 

ranked this first), and online news sources (41.18 percent of participants ranked this first). To our 

surprise, most of the news was received from social media instead of traditional news outlets such as 

newspapers and TVs. From this result, we speculated that participants would turn to online sources such 

as social media and search engines to learn about potential new cars as well. Our speculation was 
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accurate as a vast majority (82.35 percent) of the participants reported that “online search” was their first 

method of conducting research when it came to buying a new car. 

  
 The last portion of our survey results were questions related to Tesla as a brand, Elon Musk and 

the new Model 3. In a series of statements, we asked participants whether they agreed with statements 

relating to Elon Musk’s public image as well as brand image. From the results shown below, it is clear 

that a majority of the respondents agree with the statement that “brand reputations are important to 

vehicle-purchasing decisions”. They also agree with the statement that “Tesla’s company image is 

strongly related to Elon Musk”. Looking at the last statement, over half of the participants strongly agree 

to the fact that “Tesla is a luxury brand,” something that might intimidate price-oriented consumers.  

 
The last question of the survey asked participants to describe Tesla’s Model 3 car in 3 adjectives. 

We used a Wordle to compile the results, with biggest words representing higher frequencies in answers. 

From the Wordle, you can see that most people describe the Tesla Model 3 as expensive, which is 

opposite of what the branding message is intended to be. However, many respondents also reported that 

it is eco-friendly and efficient, which are some of the more successful branding messages that were 

carried across. 
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VIII. COMPETITIVE ANALYSIS 

 

   Tesla Nissan Leaf Chevy Volt Volvo Polestar Toyota 
Prius 

Uber/Lyft 

Company 
Profile 

Tesla was 
founded in 
2003, the Model 
3 was 
introduced in 
2017. 

Nissan was 
founded in 
1928, the Leaf 
was introduced 
in December 
2010. 

Chevrolet was 
founded in 
1911, the Volt 
was 
introduced in 
2016. 

Volvo was 
founded in 1927, 
the Polestar was 
introduced in 
1998. 

Toyota was 
founded in 
1933, the 
Prius was 
introduced 
in 1997. 

Uber was 
founded in 
2009, Lyft was 
founded in 
2012. Both are a 
rideshare 
service. 

 Key 
Competitive 
Advantage 

Tesla is seen as 
one of the most 
technologically 
advanced car 
companies. 

The Leaf has 
several different 
options for 
“trims”. 

Chevy is 
owned by GM, 
the largest car 
producer in 
the world. 

Marketed as a 
luxury, but more 
affordable, 
sedan. 

The Prius is 
the most 
well-known 
eco-friendly 
car options. 

Cheaper short-
term, no gas or 
charging, no 
parking 
charges, no 
insurance 
payments 

 Target 
Audience 

Consumers with 
an annual 
income of 
$60,000 to 
$100,000 

Consumers with 
an annual 
income of 
$60,000 to 
$100,000 

Consumers 
with an annual 
income of 
$60,000 to 
$100,000 

Consumers with 
an annual 
income of 
$60,000 to 
$100,000 

Consumers 
with an 
annual 
income of 
$40,000 to 
$80,000 

Consumers who 
do not want to 
pay car 
insurance, as well 
as consumers 
who cannot drive 
or cannot afford a 
vehicle and do 
not want to take 
public 
transportation 
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 Market Share Tesla has a 
market share of 
2.08%* 

Nissan has a 
market share of 
9.9%* 

GM has a 
market share 
of 17.6%* 

Volvo has a 
market share of 
.46%* 

Toyota has a 
market share 
at 14.2%* 

N/A 

 Marketing 
Strategy 

Focuses on 
technology, 
design, and how 
eco-friendly the 
cars are. 

Leaf marketing 
focuses on the 
charging and the 
range of the 
battery. 

Volt 
marketing 
focuses on 
price and 
design, as well 
as company 
awards. 

Polestar 
marketing 
focuses on the 
engineering and 
the electric 
hybrid angle. 

Prius 
marketing 
focuses on 
being a 
“prime plug-
in hybrid”. 

Uber/Lyft 
marketing 
focuses on the 
future of 
transportation, 
safety, and eco-
friendliness. 

 Products and 
services 

Luxury vehicles, 
rechargeable 
motors 

Gas and hybrid 
automobiles, 
race cars 

Automobiles, 
commercial 
vehicles, 
engines 

Construction 
equipment, 
automobiles, 
racecars, tools 

Automobiles
, luxury 
vehicles, 
commercial 
vehicles, 
engines 

Rideshare, 
cheaper and 
faster 
transportation 

 Pricing Starting price 
$35,000 

Starting price 
$29,990 

Starting price 
$33,250 

Starting price 
$48,100 

Starting 
price 
$23,473 

Fares calculated 
based on 
city/miles + 
base rate, does 
not include tip 

 Distribution 
Channels 

Traditional 
media, social 
media, word-to-
mouth 

Traditional 
media, social 
media 

Traditional 
media, social 
media 

Traditional 
media, social 
media 

Traditional 
media, social 
media 

Social media, 
word-of-mouth 

 Strengths Innovative, 
brand 
recognition, 
increasing sales, 
fully electric 

Strong presence 
in the leading 
markets, well-
managed, high 
research and 
development 
spending 

Parent 
company: 
General 
Motors, 
product range, 
large U.S. 
market share 

Strong research 
and 
development, 
diversified 
company, global 
expansion 

Strong brand 
presence, 
innovative, 
strong green 
vehicle 
presence 

High standard 
of service, 
unlimited fleet 
of vehicles, 
lower prices 
than taxi, 
operational cost 
is low 

 Weaknesses Cash flow, slow 
production, Elon 
Musk’s 
reputation, self-
driving safety, 
non-universal 
chargers 

Poor marketing 
and advertising, 
massive recalls 
in the U.S. 

Bankruptcy of 
GM, 
expensive 
repairs 

Product recall, 
lying to 
government, 
declining 
margins 

Safety 
recalls, 
weaker 
market share 

Idea is easily 
imitated, not 
accessible in all 
cities, Driver 
strikes, privacy 
concerns 
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 Opportunities Environmental 
awareness trend, 
Tesla 3 target 
audience, 
connectivity, 
Government 
regulating gas 

Increasing 
government 
regulations, 
frequency of 
new model 
releases 

Changing 
lifestyles of 
consumers, 
market 
expansions 

Strong global 
market for 
commercial use 

Market 
growth, 
green 
technology, 
demand of 
well-priced 
green 
vehicles 

Customer 
satisfaction, 
additional 
services like 
transporting 
animals to vet 
or boarding 

 Threats Made in 
America means 
high cost, 
competition is 
more reliable, 
decrease in 
demand 

Increased 
competition, low 
fuel prices could 
negatively 
impact Leaf 
sales 

Government 
regulations, 
foreign 
companies 

Environmental 
regulations, 
intense 
competition 
pricing wars 

Increased 
competition 
for well-
priced green 
vehicles, 
increasing 
prices 

Unhappy 
drivers, self-
driving cars, 
ban of rideshare 
in certain 
countries, 
limiting ride 
share in certain 
markets 

 Trends Sleek, high-end, 
innovative eco-
friendly vehicles 

Budget friendly, 
standard 
vehicles 

Trusted, 
American 
vehicles 

Trusted brand 
with 
improvements to 
safety needed 

First budget 
friendly 
green 
vehicle with 
common 
charging 
ports 

Variety of 
vehicles, 
ultimately 
trustworthy, 
cheap way of 
traveling in 
cities where 
parking is 
expensive 

*all statistics from Statista.  

 

IX. DATA INSIGHTS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Our research tested four theories we had initially hypothesized with regard to our target audience: 

millennials with an annual gross income between $60,000 and $100,000. These are our final conclusions 

and recommendations for a marketing/public relations campaign: 

 

● Theory: Price is a major factor for millennials when purchasing a car.  

● Theory: Millennials are looking to buy from companies that sell environmentally-friendly 

products. 

 

The results of our focus group and our survey showed that price is the most important factor for our 

target audience when making a car purchase decision. Even though half of our survey participants 

“somewhat agreed” they make active decisions to reduce their personal negative impact on the 

environment, not all of them would consider paying more for an electric vehicle than for a gas-powered 
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car. This shows that even though millennials are more environmentally-conscious, price is the most 

important factor when it comes to purchasing a car —even if this means more pollution. In addition 

to this, we noticed our potential consumers see Tesla as an expensive luxury brand, something that 

might intimidate them and keep them from considering the Model 3 as one of their options. Tesla also 

requires its own charging station that is separate from the universal charging station, this deterred a lot 

of the participants from considering a Model 3 specifically. In addition to price being the main factor of 

the car decision making of car buying, our focus group was highly concerned with the rate of insurance 

and the possibility of policy increases. 

As part of the public relations efforts to increase the sales of Tesla’s Model 3, we should focus 

on the affordability of Model 3 and emphasize the fact that even with all the electricity, charging 

appliances and add-ons, Tesla’s Model 3 is comparable to other affordable gas-powered and electric 

vehicles. Our public relations campaign should also stress the fact that the Model 3 is considered one of 

the safest cars, given that safety was the second most important factor when making a car purchase 

decision.   

 

● Theory: Millennials are more likely to use Facebook, YouTube, Instagram and Twitter to make 

car purchasing decisions. 

 

Our survey showed that our target audience receives news from online sources, including social media 

and online news sources. However, when it comes to purchasing a car, a vast majority of them affirmed 

that online search was their first method of conducting research when it came to buying a new car. 

Contrarily, participants in our focus group affirmed they were more likely to look for information 

about cars in a dealership store, and that they did not follow car brands on social media. This proves 

that millennials do not always use social media to make car purchasing decisions.  

However, some participants in our focus group said they did follow Elon Musk on social media 

because they see him as a futurist thinker and an entrepreneur whose ideas are worth engaging with. 

According to our social media analysis, Musk has a loyal fan base that actively interacts with him on 

social media. In fact, Musk’s Twitter account has 20.38 million followers more than Tesla. Musk’s 

activity on social media is one of Tesla’s most successful “advertising” strategies, which is why we 

think that a public relations campaign looking to increase sales of the Model 3 should leverage both 

Tesla’s and Musk’s Twitter accounts to expand the company’s fan base.  
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Another important fact we should consider is that the majority of our potential customers are 

using online search as their first method of finding information about cars, which might have a negative 

impact on Tesla. Our media coverage analysis evidenced that, even though there has been a large 

coverage on Tesla, the number of negative news reports surpass the number of positive reports. 

This means that part of the public relations efforts to increase sales of the Model 3 should focus on 

restoring Tesla’s reputation on traditional media outlets.    

 

● Theory: Elon Musk’s reputation is affecting the perception of the brand and jeopardizing its 

sales. 

 

Both our survey and our focus group showed that brand reputation is “somewhat important” or 

“important” for our target audience. Participants in our focus group suggested that brand reputation 

was important because it leads them to trust a company more, be loyal to the brand and even consider 

recommending it to a friend. Given that word-of-mouth is one of Tesla’s main marketing strategies, we 

can conclude that maintaining a positive reputation is essential to increase sales of the Model 3.  

 More than half of our survey participants said Tesla’s image is strongly related to Elon Musk, 

something that became evident on our social media analysis as well. Even though we predicted that 

negative press coverage on Elon Musk’s behavior was affecting Tesla’s reputation, our analysis showed 

that there was a predominant positive sentiment toward the company on social media. Our focus 

group confirmed this once we learned that none of our participants were aware of Elon Musk’s past 

incidents, which is why Musk’s reputation is not affecting the way Tesla is perceived by our target 

audience. Many focus group participants elaborated by saying that these actions would not affect their 

choice on buying a Tesla Vehicle or any other vehicle. 

 However, Musk’s behavior on social media is affecting the brand’s reputation in the stock 

market. The plummeting of Tesla’s share price after Elon Musk’s tweet shows that his activity on social 

media has an impact on the stock market. Even though this conclusion is not directly related to our PR 

objective, our research shows that Tesla should clarify that Musk’s Twitter account is not an official 

communication channel with its investors. 
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● About Tesla’s competitors 

 

Even though we did not have a theory on which companies were Tesla’s main competitors, our focus 

group pointed out a competitor we had not considered: shared mobility apps such as Uber and Lyft. 

Given that millennials tend to be more price-oriented, Uber and Lyft might represent a larger threat 

for Tesla than other electric vehicle companies. Due to limited resources, our focus group consisted of 

Los Angeles residents. The participants brought up several reasons for not wanting to invest in a car: 

insurance rates for residents in city limits is becoming increasingly high; parking in larger cities can be 

problematic so when you add in the factor of finding a Tesla charging station, most participants were 

turned off of the idea; and public transportation or carpooling with friends is more cost-effective and 

environmentally-friendly. 

 Looking at the competitor analysis, it is easy to see why consumers might choose vehicles other 

than the Model 3. The PR campaign should include publicizing ways to find Tesla charging systems, 

such as promoting the ‘charging finder’ on the app used to connect to your vehicle or on the Tesla 

website, and promote the different payment systems for purchasing a vehicle that the company suggests. 
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