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A B S T R AC T

Tesla's decision to open its Supercharger network wasn't generosity—it was a

calculated platform play that transformed a hardware moat into an ecosystem that

extracts value from every competitor vehicle on the road.
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“Smart companies try to commoditize their products' complements. If you can do this,

demand for your product will increase and you will be able to charge more and make

more.”

— Joel Spolsky, Strategy Letter V

When Ford CEO Jim Farley decided to adopt Tesla’s

charging connector, he didn’t bother calling Mary

Barra at GM. He called Elon Musk. Barra followed

suit within weeks. Two Detroit giants, who once set

the rules for American cars, surrendered to a Silicon

Valley rival in a Twitter Spaces chat.

Most headlines painted Tesla as a benevolent force,

opening its network to help the EV cause. That’s a

fairy tale. Tesla pulled off a platform coup, swapping

a hardware edge for something far more valuable: a

system that lets it profit from every rival EV on the

road.

I. The Complement Trap

Joel Spolsky nailed the playbook back in 2002:



"Smart companies try to commoditize their

products' complements. If you can do this, de-

mand for your product will increase and you

will be able to charge more and make more."

— Joel Spolsky, Strategy Letter V

Charging is the complement to electric vehicles. If

charging is scarce, unreliable, or locked to a brand, it

drags down EV demand for everyone. Tesla’s

Supercharger network started as a moat, but it also

boxed the company in. Every Ford or GM customer

who skipped a Tesla because of charging anxiety

was a lost sale.

Opening the network erased charging as a selling

point. J.D. Power’s 2023 study put Tesla

Supercharger satisfaction at 745. Other public net-

works averaged 550.  The old guard can’t promise

“we’ll build our own network” anymore. Ford’s own

press release spelled it out: “Widespread access to

fast-charging is absolutely vital to our growth as an

EV brand.”

Tesla's Supercharger network leads in both scale

and customer satisfaction

Now comes the Infrastructure Parity Trap. Once ev-

eryone plugs into the same high-quality network,

the fight shifts to the car itself: software, manufac-

turing, price. Tesla dominates those arenas.

II. The Trojan Horse in Your Pocket

Buried in Tesla’s support docs is a detail most ana-

lysts missed: non-Tesla drivers must download the

Tesla app to use Superchargers.  This isn’t about

technology. It’s about funneling rival customers

straight into Tesla’s marketing machine.

Every Ford F-150 Lightning owner who installs the

app hands Tesla their credit card and gets a front-

row seat to Tesla’s vehicle and solar pitches. The app

becomes a constant reminder of what Tesla sells,

targeting people who have already shown they’ll

buy an EV.

The payment flow matters. Ford doesn’t get a cut

when its customer charges at a Supercharger. Tesla

does. That’s not just lost revenue for Ford. It’s a lost

relationship. The car is a one-off sale. Charging is a

recurring transaction.

The Tesla app transforms competitor customers into

marketing leads

And then there’s the data. When a Rivian plugs in,

Tesla gets a window into battery health, charging

curves, and usage patterns. Multiply that by mil-

lions of sessions, and Tesla is quietly building the

best dataset on how every competitor’s batteries

perform under stress.
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III. CapEx Judo

Building out charging stations is a money pit. The

National Renewable Energy Laboratory says the U.S.

will need 28 million charging ports by 2030 to sup-

port 33 million EVs.  Someone has to foot the bill.

Tesla’s answer: let someone else pay.

BP Pulse ordered $100 million worth of Tesla

Supercharger hardware in 2024.  That’s not Tesla

spending to expand its network. That’s Tesla selling

hardware at a profit while BP does the heavy lifting.

This is CapEx Judo. Oil companies, desperate to

prove they’re serious about EVs, are pouring money

into infrastructure. Tesla redirects that capital to ex-

pand its standard and pockets the hardware margin.

Tesla monetizes the Supercharger network through

multiple revenue streams beyond direct charging

fees

Federal subsidies add another layer. The White

House’s NEVI funding required Tesla to open at least

7,500 chargers to non-Tesla vehicles by the end of

2024.  In exchange, Tesla gets taxpayer money to

grow its network. The government pays for the

buildout. Tesla keeps the keys.

IV. The Domino Effect That Killed CCS

Ford’s May 2023 announcement set off a chain reac-

tion. GM jumped in June.  Stellantis, Rivian, and

others followed. By December, SAE International

had stamped Tesla’s connector as the J3400 stan-

dard.

The speed of this shift says everything about

Detroit’s position. They didn’t switch because NACS

was slightly better. They switched because they

lacked the cash and software chops to build a rival

network.

S&P Global Mobility didn’t mince words: “The shift

to NACS will force a massive retrofit of existing CCS

infrastructure, altering the business models of third-

party charging providers.”

The NACS adoption cascade rendered billions in CCS

investment obsolete within 18 months

Electrify America, EVgo, and ChargePoint now face a

nightmare. Their CCS1 investments are stranded.

ROI on their networks tanks as drivers demand

NACS compatibility. Tesla triggered a hardware ex-

tinction event and left its own network as the only

viable standard.

V. The Chaos Narrative

April 2024. Tesla axes its entire Supercharger team

as part of a global layoff topping 10%.  The Verge

reported that “automakers, contractors, and utility

companies” were left “completely in the dark.”

TechCrunch described automakers “scrambling to

figure out who to call at the company.”

The Verge called it a blunder that shattered Tesla’s

infrastructure credibility. Ben Thompson at

Stratechery saw it differently: Tesla had finished the

platform transition and was moving capital

elsewhere.
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Running a charging network is a slog. Margins are

thin. AI development, on the other hand, promises

far bigger returns. Once the standard was locked

and third parties were on the hook for NACS-com-

patible buildouts, Tesla had little reason to keep a

bloated deployment team.

Tesla's capital reallocation reflects the margin dif-

ferential between infrastructure operation and soft-

ware development

Musk tried to calm nerves, tweeting that Tesla

would spend “well over $500M expanding our

Supercharger network” in 2024.  The network

keeps growing. The team is leaner, likely focused on

strategy and partnerships, not boots-on-the-ground

logistics.

VI. The Software Handshake Moat

Ben Thompson summed up the shift: “Tesla is trad-

ing a hardware moat for an ecosystem moat.”

Here’s what that means. Every non-Tesla vehicle

charging at a Supercharger has to play by Tesla’s

digital rules: authentication, payment, session man-

agement. Legacy automakers must wire their soft-

ware to Tesla’s specs if they want their customers to

charge without headaches.

This isn’t a one-time integration. When Tesla

tweaks its protocols, rivals must scramble to keep up

or risk giving their customers a worse experience.

The plug is standardized. The software isn’t.

Electrek pointed out that Tesla is “creating a mas-

sive new user base for its software ecosystem”

through the app requirement.  The ecosystem

doesn’t stop at charging. Tesla owners who add so-

lar or Powerwalls get pulled deeper in. Non-Tesla

owners who download the app get a taste of the

broader platform.

VII. The Asymmetric Outcome

Look at the scoreboard. In 2023, J.D. Power’s survey

showed Tesla’s Supercharger satisfaction at 745,

while competitors lagged far behind.  Ford and

GM, after years of promising their own networks,

now send their customers to Tesla’s. The old pitch.

“our network is better”. Is dead. The only place left

to compete is the car itself.

Third-party charging companies are stuck with ob-

solete CCS hardware and face expensive retrofits.

Their business models, built on the assumption that

CCS would last, are now in jeopardy.

Tesla achieved platform control while offloading

capital requirements to third parties

Tesla, meanwhile, is collecting data on every non-

Tesla charging session. When a Mustang Mach-E

owner plugs in, Tesla gets their email, their payment

info, and a chance to pitch them on a Model Y or a

Powerwall.

BP Pulse and others are now paying Tesla for hard-

ware that cements NACS as the default. At the same

time, federal subsidies are flowing into Tesla’s net-

work, expanding its reach with public money while

Tesla keeps control.

The real genius is in the trap Tesla set. Ford and GM

can’t walk back their NACS adoption. Electrify

America can’t recover billions sunk into CCS. NEVI
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funds are already spent. As one charging executive

told me, “We all thought we were getting access to

Tesla’s network. Turns out, Tesla was getting access

to us.”

VIII. What Comes Next

The Supercharger network is no longer Tesla’s main

weapon. It’s the launchpad for something bigger:

Tesla as the energy broker for North American elec-

tric transport.

By 2030, tens of millions of EVs will need to connect

to the grid, share data, and pay for power. Someone

will own that relationship. Someone will know

when, where, and how every EV charges. Regardless

of badge.

Will any automaker ever regain control of their cus-

tomer relationship, or has Tesla permanently rewrit-

ten the rules of the road?

K E Y  F I N D I N G S

Tesla traded its proprietary charging moat for control of the North American standard,

forcing rivals onto its platform.

Opening Superchargers converted competitor drivers into Tesla app users, charging-data

sources, and marketing leads.

Federal NEVI subsidies effectively paid Tesla to scale the very network its competitors

now depend on.

The 2024 charging-team layoffs read as chaos but reallocated capital from infrastructure

deployment to software lock-in.
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