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The Examination That Prompted the Infographic

The following infographic was circulated across social media with a simple question: Were federal EV
subsidies worth it? It is reproduced as originally published; the detailed analysis that follows evaluates its
claims.
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Figure 1. Originally published social-media infographic. Its concise and provocative language is addressed, including
qualifications, in the sections that follow.
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A Note to Readers

The original infographic deliberately uses bold language, including “trivial.” That characterization
expresses a judgment about whether the additional public value attributable to federal purchase
incentives justified their cost. It does not mean EVs provide no benefits. Rather, it challenges the
proposition that the existence of some benefit justifies any expenditure.

This paper examines the analysis underlying that question. It distinguishes documented findings,
modeled estimates, illustrative figures, and policy interpretations. Disagreement is welcome: assertions
should be tested against sources and reproducible calculations. However, they should not be rejected
out-of-hand because the reader may not like the claims. Readers should examine the evidence
independently and reach their own conclusions.

Executive Summary

The central question. Did federal tax credits generate enough *additional* economic and environmental
value to justify their fiscal and opportunity costs? The question differs from whether electric vehicles
themselves provide any benefits at all.

Limited penetration. The Alliance for Automotive Innovation reported that EVs represented 2.5% of U.S.
light-duty vehicles in operation at year-end 2025 [2]. The original infographic used approximately 2.1%,
calculated from estimated sales over six years divided by the overall vehicle population. This analysis
deliberately uses the higher, more directly applicable fleet figure—even though it is more favorable to EV
adoption—to avoid relying on a lower estimate that supports a critical perspective.

Incremental purchase cost. The October 2026 revision of an NBER working paper estimates
approximately $32,100 in government expenditure per additional EV purchase induced by the studied
IRA credits, compared with no EV purchase credits [1]. This is a modeled cost per incremental
purchase—not the credit received by any individual buyer.

Economic welfare is not money back. The study estimates $1.10 in domestic economic benefits per $1 of
government expenditure relative to a scenario with no federal EV purchase credits [1]. This modeled
economic measure is not cash returned to taxpayers or the Treasury.

The $25B estimate. The original infographic presented an estimated $25 billion in EV-related subsidies
and support during 2020–2025. The estimate combines several categories of government assistance, not
federal EV purchase tax credits alone.

Alternatives and opportunity cost. Even a program with modeled positive benefits may be less valuable
than alternative uses of public resources, including reducing commuting, other pollution-control
measures, essential public services, or reduced borrowing. Both the subsidy and its alternatives deserve
examination before public resources are committed.
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1. Scope: What Is Being Evaluated?

This paper focuses on federal EV purchase tax credits because federal incentives establish a nationwide
fiscal policy affecting taxpayers across the United States. State governments, by contrast, may choose
different approaches across 50 jurisdictions, allowing citizens to debate state-specific commitments
separate from this examination. That distinction between national and state-level policy choice is central
to the scope here. State rebates, utility programs, infrastructure grants, and manufacturing support are
not interchangeable with federal consumer purchase credits. The credit mechanisms for new, used, and
commercial or leased vehicles also differ. Federal clean-vehicle purchase credits generally ended for
vehicles acquired after September 30, 2025, subject to applicable IRS acquisition rules [8].

A coherent evaluation should ask:

Did subsidies cause buyers to purchase an EV who otherwise would not have bought one?

Did they cause buyers to purchase sooner?

Did they shift sales from one manufacturer to another?

The whole EV population is not the same as additional EV adoption induced by federal spending.

2. EV Adoption and Environmental Scale

The published graphic used “about 2.1%” from roughly six million EV sales over 2020–2025 divided by
an approximately 285–290 million vehicle population. That quotient is arithmetically near 2.1%, but a
cumulative-sales numerator is not identical to EVs currently in operation. Vehicle retirements, earlier EV
purchases, powertrain definitions, and the chosen date affect the result.

The Alliance for Automotive Innovation reported 7.3 million EVs, or 2.5% of U.S. light-duty vehicles in
operation, at year-end 2025 [2]. That is a clearer direct fleet measurement. Neither figure by itself
measures the fraction of U.S. or global emissions avoided.

The original infographic characterizes environmental impact as “immeasurable” and suggests that
adoption of 50%–100% would be needed for meaningful results. These are provocative interpretations,
not measured thresholds established by the 2.1% ratio. Small effects can be measurable, and adoption
share alone cannot quantify emissions avoided. The policy judgment advanced here is that
environmental benefits attributable specifically to federal purchase incentives must be assessed against
their fiscal and opportunity costs; the existence of some benefit is not by itself a sufficient cost
justification.

3. Federal Credits and the Cost of Changing Behavior

The relevant distinction is between purchases receiving credits and additional EV purchases caused by
credits. Incentives paid on purchases that would have occurred anyway transfer value to recipients
without inducing the initial decision to buy an EV. Credits may also accelerate purchase timing, which
differs from causing an entirely additional lifetime purchase; it’s the duration of any incremental
environmental benefit that matters.
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Allcott and coauthors estimate approximately $32,100 in spending per additional EV purchased under a
specified comparison with no EV credits [1]. Separately, a Congressional Research Service review of the
literature reports that most EV credit recipients would have purchased an EV without the credit: estimates
for IRA-era credits include 67%–77% (Allcott et al., 2024), 68% (CBO, 2023), and 73% (Brookings, 2023)
[9]. These study-specific estimates substantiate a “majority” characterization.

4. What Does $1.10 in Economic Welfare Mean?

The October 2026 NBER revision estimates $1.10 in domestic economic benefits for each $1 of
government expenditure compared with a scenario in which no EV purchase credits existed [1]. This is a
modeled assessment of economic welfare, not money paid back to the Treasury. It incorporates
estimates of consumer and producer gains, government costs, and other effects whose values depend
on the study’s assumptions.

Producer surplus represents economic gains accruing to manufacturers, not literal government revenue.
Some benefits of a policy may be transfers among taxpayers, buyers, firms, and shareholders; others
may reflect new production or avoided environmental damage. The analytical challenge is to avoid
double-counting overlapping gains and distinguish redistribution from new net welfare.

The study incorporates defined emissions-related effects, and its results depend on the assumptions
used to value those effects [1]. The $1.10 estimate should therefore be understood as a modeled
economic assessment, rather than a direct measurement of cash generated or a guarantee of value for
every taxpayer.

5. Employment Is Not the Measure of Economic Success

Job creation is often invoked when defending public subsidies. But employment figures alone cannot
establish net economic value: workers, capital, and equipment have alternative uses. A publicly funded
program may create jobs and deliver benefits without being justified at every possible cost. A defensible
evaluation compares the additional value created with the resources consumed and the alternatives
forgone.

This is the intuition behind the broken-window fallacy: repairing a broken window creates visible paid
work, but the money used for the repair cannot also purchase something else of value. Visible jobs or
sales can obscure the activity displaced elsewhere. Employment may create genuine gains when
otherwise-idle resources are used productively; it is not automatically a net benefit when labor is diverted
from other valuable work.

An EV-subsidy analysis should therefore not treat increased automaker employment, sales, or profits as
independently sufficient proof of sound federal policy. It should evaluate net additional value, who
receives the gains, and what alternative production was displaced.
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6. Wealth Redistribution Versus Wealth Creation

A federal tax credit reallocates resources. Qualifying purchasers may pay less; manufacturers may
capture part of the benefit through pricing or demand; and the federal government collects less revenue
or transfers credit value. The ultimate burden can involve taxes, reduced alternative spending, or
borrowing. Redistribution is not the same as creating additional economic value, though a policy may
also generate distinct benefits that must be evaluated.

This paper does not oppose electric vehicles or private enterprise. It questions whether nationwide
taxpayer-financed purchase incentives are justified when a substantial share of recipients would have
bought EVs without them. The perspective advanced is that companies should compete principally
through the value they offer consumers—including price, reliability, quality, innovation, and
performance—rather than depend on government incentives. Questions about political influence and
special interests reinforce the value of transparent, evidence-based scrutiny.

Tesla illustrates the distinction between operating under an existing subsidy regime and advocating
changes to it. Tesla advertised the approaching September 2025 expiration of the available $7,500
federal tax credit [7]. That promotion documents marketing of the incentive, but does not establish exactly
how its economic benefit was divided between buyers, manufacturers, and shareholders.

On July 16, 2024, Elon Musk stated: “Take away the subsidies. It will only help Tesla. Also, remove
subsidies from all industries!” [10]. He explicitly predicted that removing subsidies would favor Tesla
relative to competitors, and expressed opposition to subsidies beyond the EV industry. His position is
consistent with the argument that firms should compete through consumer value instead of public
incentives. It remains an expressed policy judgment, not independent proof that every subsidy reduces
net value.

7. Alternative Environmental Strategies: Reduce the Need to Drive

Federal EV purchase incentives focus on changing which vehicles people buy. Reducing the need to
drive addresses a different possibility: a trip not taken generates no driving emissions from that trip. A
2023 peer-reviewed study estimated that fully remote work could reduce a worker’s work-related carbon
footprint by up to 58% under the conditions examined [4].

Remote work is not available to every occupation, but its potential illustrates why public environmental
spending should be compared with alternatives. A useful analysis would assess the emissions avoided
per public dollar by reducing commuting against the additional emissions avoided per federal dollar spent
inducing EV purchases.

8. Opportunity Cost, Borrowing, and Public Priorities

The key question is not whether an EV subsidy produces any positive benefit; it is whether the
incremental value justified the full government and opportunity costs. Dollars devoted to one credit
cannot simultaneously support food affordability, housing, healthcare, other environmental measures, or
lower borrowing costs. All options must be tested against relevant outcome measures.
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9. Sensitivity Analysis: Does the Central Question Depend on Exact
Numbers?

Policy discussion can become hyper-focused on individual statistics. A numerical challenge deserves a
reproducible countercalculation, but uncertainty in one input need not eliminate the underlying economic
question.

For example, suppose EVs represented approximately twice the infographic’s percentage—about 4%,
rather than about 2%. Or suppose a well-supported expenditure estimate differed materially from an
earlier estimate. Neither change, by itself, would settle whether the added EV purchases and
environmental benefits justified the cost of federal intervention. Nor would either establish that the
subsidies were wasteful. The costs, benefits, and alternatives still have to be compared.

10. The Original $25B Figure and Historical Transparency

The original infographic presented an estimated $25 billion in EV-related subsidies and support during
2020–2025. The figure was derived by combining estimates across several categories of government
assistance. It is unfortunate that taxpayers must rely on estimates rather than a comprehensive
accounting of these expenditures. Greater federal government transparency would allow the public to
evaluate actual expenditures and meaningfully debate whether the benefits justified the costs.

Estimated category 2020–2025 estimate

Federal consumer credits $13.8B

Federal infrastructure $5.0B

State and utility rebates $4.2B

Manufacturing and other $2.0B

Total $25.0B

Available IRS publications include historical EV tax-credit statistics [5], but this paper has not identified a
single, readily usable accounting that reconciles the federal purchase-credit programs across the period
examined. Taxpayers should be able to assess the expenditure of their money without having to
reconstruct such a record themselves. The broader $25 billion estimate also includes state, utility,
infrastructure, and manufacturing support, whose accounting is not interchangeable with federal
consumer credits.

Public debate should focus on the evidence, not on protecting previously held conclusions. Critics are
entitled to challenge the infographic and this analysis, and any errors should be corrected. But disputed
precision should also prompt scrutiny of the federal government’s responsibility to make program
expenditures intelligible and publicly accessible. The proper response to disagreement is to seek better
evidence—not to dismiss the question of whether taxpayers received sufficient value.

Public scrutiny is most valuable before funds are committed. More complete disclosure and rigorous
examination of projected costs, benefits, and alternatives before federal EV credits were adopted could
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have helped citizens evaluate the intervention and define standards for assessing its results..
Accountability should begin before an expenditure is authorized and continue afterward, when actual
results can be compared with the initial rationale.

11. Conclusion: Were Federal EV Tax Credits Worth It?

The original infographic poses a direct question about taxpayer value. Available data show that EVs
represented a small share of operating light-duty vehicles, while research estimates substantial
expenditure per additional purchase under a defined comparison. The same research estimates positive
domestic economic benefits. The existence of some benefit, however, does not by itself establish that
federal intervention was justified.

This paper advances the position that federal purchase subsidies warrant a demanding burden of
justification—particularly where research finds that a majority of recipients would have purchased EVs
without the incentive, where benefits may accrue to private buyers and firms, and where public funds
have competing uses. Readers may value emissions reductions, industrial effects, debt reduction, and
near-term social needs differently. However, those differences do not diminish the need for transparent
methods, evidence, and public accountability.

The essential test is not whether subsidies produced any benefit, but whether their incremental net
economic and environmental value justified their fiscal and opportunity costs, and the decision to
intervene at the federal rather than consumer level. The objective should never be to protect a preferred
conclusion from scrutiny. It should be to discover what the evidence establishes, acknowledge it
regardless of its implications, and allow readers to reach their own conclusions.

Appendix A — Evidence Status and Methodological Boundaries

Claim Evidence status

2.1% EV share Estimated six-year sales ratio; not a 2025 year-end fleet count

2.5% EV share Industry-reported light-duty EVs in operation at year-end 2025

$32,100 per additional EV NBER modeled estimate; IRA EV credit comparison with no credits

$1.10 domestic benefits per $1 NBER modeled welfare estimate, not Treasury cash

$25B 2020–2025 Estimate assembled from several EV-support categories; not federal purchase credits
alone

50–100% threshold and
trillion-dollar cost

Illustrative rhetoric; not verified policy requirement

Environmental effect
“immeasurable”

Not demonstrated by adoption share alone
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Appendix B — Sources and Verification Notes

[1] Allcott, H., Kane, R., Maydanchik, M., Shapiro, J. S., and Tintelnot, F. The Effects of “Buy American”:
Electric Vehicles and the Inflation Reduction Act. NBER Working Paper 33032, originally October 2024;
revised October 2026. https://www.nber.org/papers/w33032

[2] Alliance for Automotive Innovation. Get Connected EV Quarterly Report, Q4 2025, published March
25, 2026. https://www.autosinnovate.org/posts/press-release/2025-q4-get-connected-press-release

[3] NBER. About the NBER: working papers are circulated for discussion and have not been
peer-reviewed. https://www.nber.org/about-nber

[4] Tao, Y. et al. Climate mitigation potentials of teleworking are sensitive to changes in lifestyle and
workplace rather than ICT usage. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 2023.
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37722045/

[5] Internal Revenue Service. Statistics of Income, Individual Income Tax Returns 2019, Table A
(historical plug-in vehicle tax-credit amounts). https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-prior/p1304--2021.pdf

[6] MIT CEEPR / Rhodium Group. Global Clean Investment Monitor: Government Support for Electric
Vehicles and Batteries, July 2025. Broader subsidy scope; not directly substitutable for federal
consumer-credit spending. https://ceepr.mit.edu/workingpaper/global-clean-investment-monitor-governm
ent-support-for-electric-vehicles-and-batteries/

[7] Tesla, Inc. Definitive Additional Materials (Schedule 14A), September 19, 2025, preserving the
company’s federal-tax-credit website promotion.
https://ir.tesla.com/_flysystem/s3/sec/000110465925091707/tm252289d19_defa14a-gen.pdf

[8] Internal Revenue Service. Clean vehicle tax credits and acquisition cutoff guidance.
https://www.irs.gov/clean-vehicle-tax-credits

[9] Congressional Research Service. Economic Perspectives on Electric Vehicle Tax Credits, IF13089,
August 21, 2025. https://www.congress.gov/crs_external_products/IF/PDF/IF13089/IF13089.1.pdf

[10] Musk, Elon. Statement on EV and industry subsidies, July 16, 2024, quoted in E&E News /
POLITICO, “Musk, on Capitol Hill, says ‘get rid of all credits.’”
https://www.eenews.net/articles/musk-on-capitol-hill-says-get-rid-of-all-credits/
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