[bookmark: _Toc195035487]Executive Summary

Tesla is an American electric vehicle (EV) and clean energy company known for producing electric cars, solar products, and energy storage solutions. As an organisation, Tesla takes a three-pronged approach in its business model:

1. Energy generation products – producing solar energy
2. Batteries – for the storage of clean energy, providing charging solutions for electric vehicles
3. Manufacturing and selling of EV’s – EV’s charged with clean energy

Tesla’s mission is to ‘accelerate the world's transition to sustainable energy’ (Tesla, 2023). Tesla’s approach to mission driven talent is focused on recruiting top-tier talent, fostering a high-performance culture to drive innovation and achieve their goals. Tesla’s approach to workforce planning is highly dynamic and focused on aligning human resources with the company’s evolving needs, especially as it expands and innovates. Tesla looks to ‘attract, retain and incentivise talented, highly qualified and committed individuals’ who share their desire to work towards the organisations mission (Malak, 2024).
Tesla’s HR challenges are rooted in its rapid growth, innovation-driven culture and global expansion. While it has managed to attract top talent and maintain a highly motivated workforce, it must consider how it addresses issues such as work-life balance, employee retention, diversity, labour relations and workplace safety. In not doing so, it will struggle to foster a sustainable and healthy workforce and environment for its employees, affecting their competitive advantage. 









[bookmark: _Toc195035488]Introduction
Tesla acknowledge that to achieve their mission, their ‘employees are critical’ (Tesla, 2023). As a global company, they must resource the organisation on a multinational level adopting several human resource management (HRM) practices. These include:
· Compensation and benefits
· Recruitment and selection
· Training and development
· Performance management
· Employee relations
· Employment law and compliance

[bookmark: _Toc195035489]Current business environment
The infographic below outlines the current external factors impacting Tesla and its business environment. 
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Politically: Tesla are experiencing downtime across their Gigafactories currently because of strikes linked to the company’s defiance against unionisation. However, the continued resistance to unionisation by the company is enabling Tesla to maintain its HRM of making quick decisions and responding to workforce challenges promptly in a fast-paced industry. 
Visser (2024) highlighted that ‘in the OECD area the bargaining coverage rate has dropped from 51.4% in 1980 to 32.3% in 2019’, which begs the question as to whether Tesla is rejecting unionisation as an objection to what unions stand for, or if they are being ostracised as their practices are contradictory to older industry-comparative companies such as Ford. Currently, although productivity and downtime is an issue for Tesla in striking countries, as HRM practices are unrestricted by union activities, this permits operational advantages through flexibility and innovation. If unions were introduced, it could drastically reduce Tesla’s ability to innovate rapidly as decisions would have to go through union arrangements. An impact could even be seen on efficiency – especially in areas where there is alleged exploitation, such as working hours (Sweney, 2024) and workplace culture (Ewing, 2025). 

Economically: With the current decline in EV sales and an intensifying price war for EVs, Tesla laid off 10% of its global workforce in April 2024 (Waldersee, 2024). Not being union affiliated would have certainly helped with the dismissals that were effective immediately, but this undoubtedly would have presented issues for Tesla’s order book and innovation as the company relies ‘on teamwork and collaboration’ to help achieve their goal (Tesla, 2024). 
However, whilst a downsizing approach of mass layoffs is one response to manage the challenge, Johnstone (2023) highlighted that ‘most empirical studies reveal that downsizing has negative consequences for worker wellbeing and firm performance…as well as a disproportionate effect on the vulnerable in society, including younger workers, the low paid and minorities.’ Johnstone also highlighted other ways to support a review of the resourcing of an organisation in a more streamlined or financially appropriate way to navigate challenges ahead. One of these is the ‘notion of responsible restructuring’. This is where HRM favours practices such as adjustments to working hours or pay to mitigate redundancies. The UK government furlough scheme of 2020[footnoteRef:1] is an example of a responsible alternative to dismissal or redundancy. [1:  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-job-retention-scheme-screening-equality-impact-assessment/coronavirus-job-retention-scheme ] 


If Tesla were to have taken a measured approach to the challenge faced using the expertise of their HR, they may have identified one (or more) HRM practices available to them – certainly, Tesla’s global government subsidies (Butler et al., 2025 and Kollewe, 2025) could have been explored to support a furlough approach. Instead, the CEO took a decision for mass layoffs. Whilst Elon Musk considered this a certainty to remain ‘lean, innovative and hungry for the next growth phase cycle’ (Musk, 2024 referenced in Milmo and Wearden, 2024), this approach has negatively impacted their competitive advantage, when benchmarked against Tesla’s main competitor (BYD) who are ‘about to bury’ Tesla. (Cuthbertson, 2025). Tesla’s Chinese competitor BYD eclipsed Tesla last year in annual sales (Liu and Tayir, 2025) and in the last few weeks, BYD has unveiled an ultra-fast charging system outpacing Tesla’s charging technology as well as advanced driver-assistance system at no extra cost (Liu, 2025). However, BYD also has its own HRM challenges. Wu (2024) outlined that BYD employs over 650,000 people globally but there have previously been reports of non-compliant employment and work-related injuries. Additionally, whilst BYD have increased their number of R&D personnel and investment, there were still challenges in resource utilisation efficiency. Although BYD is storming ahead of Tesla in terms of sales, this doesn’t necessarily mean it is because they have more efficient or effective organisational HRM practices. 

Social: Recently, Ewing (2025) reported that workers at Tesla’s Freemont factory had complained they were subject to racial slurs and images. Although Tesla had denied engaging in discrimination, Ewing (2024) also reported that Tesla had settled a racial discrimination case brought by a Black worker who had been subject to racial harassment. 

Figure 1.0 below outlines the diversity of US Tesla employees, including non-white employees collectively outweighing the number of white employees:
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Figure 1.0: Diversity Table (Tesla, 2023)
(Data only includes U.S. employees (Active/On Leave as of 12/31/2022) who identified their Gender as Male or Female, and identified Race in their profile)
Tesla outlined that their Board of Directors continuously evaluates its organisations composition, ‘seeking to ensure the right mix of skills, experience, background and diversity to ensure the exceptional leadership necessary to fulfil our mission’ (Tesla, 2023). However, First Officials & Managers (47% of workforce) and Executive/Senior Officials & Managers (55%) employed within Tesla US are predominantly white. This can lead to challenges as the executive level population are the ones to set policies and define the culture of the organisation. 

Despite the criticism facing Tesla about the company’s approach (or lack of) to diversity, it has been reported that the Board of Directors are looking to take responsibility for how the company treats employees, pledging ‘to pay closer attention to human resources’ (Ewing, 2025). However, with a predominantly white Board of Directors, power dynamics at the highest level in the workplace (perceived, as well as actual) can affect the implementation of diversity, equality and inclusion (DEI) policies.  Farmer, Atewologun and Iwata (2025, pgs 12-24) outlined that whilst there has been some improvement in global diversity management, there should be a consistent integrated intersectional lens to better understand the ‘complexities of intersecting identities and how these affect experiences and outcomes in global organisations.’ If Tesla are to be successful in preventing future mounting lawsuits alleging racial harassment and/or workplace discrimination, it is imperative that they move quickly to develop robust and comprehensive DEI HRM practices, that are founded from/in diverse employee engagement and an acknowledgement and acceptance of culture change. Not doing so could ultimately lead to low morale, high rates of absenteeism or even turnover in staff. With Tesla going to such efforts to attract and retain the best talent to enable achievement of their mission, threats to losing this talent will detrimentally impact their competitive advantage.

Technological: Although still in development, Tesla’s Optimus robot is suggesting promise for the company. The advanced automation and AI in its design is intended to increase efficiency and productivity across Tesla’s operations. In addition, it can also enable 24/7 operations as well be used to reduce risk and improve workplace safety. Tesla are known for their vertically integrated manufacturing processes, so this development is not surprising. 

There are limited HRM practices (even studies) that exist that can be applied for social robots’ integration in the workplace. Ulrich’s model of HR outlined that ‘organisational success and competitiveness rely heavily on the capacity to adapt and evolve’ (HRM Handbook, 2022). Key to the success of Optimus’ integration in the workforce will be Change Agents to drive the transformation. The benefits of adopting Ulrichs’ Change Agents approach will mean that individuals in the workforce can understand the positives of the integration, i.e., reducing complexities on tasks, reducing stress and undertaking unsafe or risky activities. In using HR as Change Agents, individuals’ apprehensions regarding emerging technologies can be mitigated, collaboration can be bolstered and integration can be associated as supportive rather than a hinderance (Bedi and Arora, 2024). The capacity and potential of social robots alongside humans in HRM practice has much to offer, however, there should be an emphasis on ‘balancing technological effectiveness with employee involvement and meaningfulness to ensure successful implementation and engagement’ (Shahid et al, 2025).

Legal: Another external factor challenging Tesla’s business operations is the poaching of its employees by its competitor, Rivian. Rivian was set to face trial after Tesla has accused the company of stealing trade secrets and ‘misappropriating confidential information’, (Reuters, 2024), however, a settlement was recently offered by Tesla. 

With the US Federal Trade Commission banning non-compete clauses in employee contracts in 2024, Tesla has been challenged to look to alternative measures to safeguard its intellectual property (IP). This is going to have a significant impact on HRM practices as inability to protect Tesla’s IP through employee contracts could lead to significant implications for innovation and future research and development (R&D). Additionally, if the lawsuit were to impose restrictions or force Tesla to licence its IP, this would have substantial impact on Tesla’s HRM practices as it may have to rework its own technologies.

To combat restrictions to innovation and IP, Tesla will need to adopt HRM practices that enable employees – especially R&D personnel – to have ‘independent rights and independent research space’ in producing IP (Jingchao, 2024). Jingchao (2024) argues that to retain talents to meet R&D ambitions, HR in organisations should work to reduce power gaps between superiors and subordinates, creating an ‘innovative environment that is people-orientated, fully empowered and self-governing’.  Although, this does not offer Tesla direct ownership of IP or innovation, it would offer employees unrestricted creativity thereby improving job satisfaction and loyalty. 

Environmentally: In Tesla’s mission for acceleration to sustainable energy, they have also developed strategies for vertical integration; looking to have greater control over the environment and ethical practices in their supply chain. Studies have shown that when HRM practices are combined with green supply chain management practices, it does not only improve environmental performance, but also innovation, efficient and cost effectiveness (Ye et al., 2023, cited in Samuels and Takawira (2024). However, care should be taken when interpreting the benefits around vertical integration and HRM practices as more in-depth research is needed around the interrelationship between these two functions given the mutual relationship and requirement for environmental and ethical management - ‘few studies have simultaneously investigated these two functions and their interrelationship’ (Jabbour et al., 2017, referenced in Dwita et al., 2024).

Zhu (2025) provided insight into how Tesla developed and implemented an Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system called Warp Drive and Manufacturing Execution System (MES), to centrally integrate and simplify business process areas including supply chain management and HRM. Using these two systems, Tesla can realise ‘real-time monitoring and management of the production process, and the integration and optimisation of resources’, ‘for the timely supply and efficiency over the supply chain to support its manufacturing process’ (Zhu, 2025). For Tesla, the implementation of data driven decisions for HRM and supply chain management have demonstrated a positive impact in their environmental performance. Zheng (2024) undertook a detailed examination of Tesla’s sustainable supply chain management processes, exploring Tesla’s methods in resource usage, environmental impact assessment and social responsibility management. They found that Tesla had not only successfully ‘implemented environmentally friendly changes in its supply chain using advanced technologies and management techniques’ but its strategy of vertical integration also ‘enhanced Tesla’s competitiveness’ (Zheng, 2024). 

[bookmark: _Toc195035490]Conclusion
Tesla does not seem to follow a single HR model and its HRM practices appear to be focused on evolving and aligning with the organisation’s aggressive growth strategies and culture of high performance. This is positive for employees as it supports innovation, enabling the growth of the company, cementing reputation and belonging. However, this is also driving high turnover in staff due to pressurised work environments, burnout and impacting workplace culture. In an interview with the Financial Times in 2022 referencing manufacturing in China, Elon Musk outlined ‘They won’t just be burning the midnight oil, they will be burning the 3 a.m. oil. They won’t even leave the factory’ (Nazeer, 2022). 

The strengths and limitations of HRM practices in Tesla influence the organisation in many ways:

	Strengths
	Limitations

	Talent acquisition and recruitment: Attracts top talent from engineering, software and manufacturing fields
	High employee workload and burnout: Long hours and high-performance expectations can lead to stress

	Performance-based culture: Focus on performance and rewarding top talent through stock options and competitive benefits
	High turnover rate: High-pressure environment leads to higher employee turnover, especially in factory roles

	Innovation and agility: Encourages fast decision-making and creative problem-solving
	Challenges with labour relations: Tension over unionisation efforts and treatment of factory workers

	Commitment to diversity and inclusion: Working to improve diversity, especially in leadership
	Leadership and management challenges: CEO’s management style can create a demanding work environment



Tesla’s HRM is currently enabling its success, but if the limitations above are not addressed, this will have a detrimental impact on the organisation and its competitive advantage. Despite the challenges from primary competitors BYD, the VRIO analysis below demonstrates how Tesla’s HRM practices are enabling resources and capabilities to support their competitive advantage:

[image: A group of ticks and check marks

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Overall, Tesla’s resources are highly valuable and mostly rare, particularly in markets where it has established leadership. BYD on the other hand leverages its strength in innovation in its battery technology and increasing brand reputation to build its competitive advantage. 

Whilst Tesla’s approach to workforce planning and talent management is clearly fostering innovation, maintaining agility, and attracting top talent, it also has implications for employee well-being, company culture and retention. If there is insufficient focus on wellbeing and/or a lack of structure from HR in support, policies or processes, Tesla are going to see their ambitious plans for growth and innovation challenged. They therefore need to adapt HR practices at a pace mirroring the company’s’ evolution, to ensure long-term sustainability, mitigate burnout, and build a more inclusive and supportive workplace, protecting their mission.
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